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Cover sketches: 1982 sketch by Lee Enterprises, 2021 sketch by Griff Williams 
James W. 'Jim' Murry 
Feb. 6, 1935 - Oct. 5, 2020 
Let the refineries, sawmills, freight trains and 
mines of Montana be silent. Workers, put down your tools 
for a moment of remembrance and thanks. Labor leaders 
and progressive politicians, pause and acknowledge that 
you stand squarely upon the shoulders of a blue-collar 
visionary from the South Side of Laurel. Jim Murry, long-
time head of the Montana trade union movement, firebrand 
for economic and social justice, and principal architect and 
driving force behind the progressive political coalition that 
shaped our state for the past half century, is dead. 
Jim was born on Feb. 6, 1935, to Boyd 'Curly' 
Murry and Athleen Cowan Murry and was raised in the 
tough railroad and refinery town of Laurel. He claimed he 
was conceived on the Crow (Apsaalooke) Reservation and 
recalled as a young boy extended stays in Crow 
encampments at the Red Lodge fairgrounds. He was mostly 
Irish but also was a descendant of the Cherokee, Sioux and 
Blackfeet Nations. His white ancestors migrated to Montana 
from Texas, Georgia and Kentucky and his mother's family, 
the Cowans, were some of the original gold miners along 
Last Chance Gulch in Helena. He graduated from Laurel 
High School, where he was a football standout, and he wryly 
noted he was asked to leave Eastern Montana College 
because of his fighting and drinking. He quit drinking in 
1969, but probably acquired a black eye or two after that. 
He was later adopted into the Blackfeet Tribe and given the 
name 'Chief Bull,' an honor that left him gob smacked. 
He was lucky that Arlene Rowlan agreed to marry 
him, and they tied the knot on August 29, 1954, when they 
were both 19 years old. She was the perfect foil for Jim, 
putting up with his late hours and constant travel while she 
nearly single-handedly raised their five children. They grew 
up without their Dad's daily presence, and he always 
recognized that they gave him the room to be what he was 
called to be. Arlene, too, was committed to the ideals of 
fairness and social justice. She was president of the Ladies 
Auxiliary of OCAW Local 2-443, treasurer of the 
Yellowstone County Democratic Central Committee and 
treasurer for St. Anthony's Catholic Church. They 
celebrated their wedding anniversaries by eating hot dogs, 
to remind themselves where they came from. 
Their youngest son, Kieran, had asked Jim and 
Arlene if they had any special plans for their anniversary, 
which was on August 29. Arlene replied they would go 
somewhere to have a hot dog as they do every year on their 
anniversary. No big steak dinners. No night out dancing. 
Just hot dogs. She couldn't remember how long they had this 
tradition but 'forever' seemed like a good fit. It was a day for 
Jim and Arlene to reflect back to their very humble 
beginnings. They never forgot where they came from and 
their anniversary was a great day to celebrate their journey 
together – with hot dogs. Five years ago Kieran and his wife 
Sherri decided they would follow suit and now they 
celebrate Jim and Arlene's journey together every August 
29 – with hot dogs. 
Jim Murry's commitment to the rights of working 
people, people of color, the poor and the forgotten, was bred 
in the bone. His father Curly was a founding member and 
president of the Oil, Chemical and Atomic Workers Union, 
Pioneer Local 2-443, CIO. The OCAW reflected the 
progressive, even militant ideals of the industrial union 
movement which took root in the tumultuous Depression 
years of 1930s. 
Jim and Arlene boomed out to follow pipeline 
work throughout the Midwest for two years, then returned 
to Laurel where Jim began work at the refinery. A wild and 
impetuous young man, Jim decided to run for president of 
the local union and received 4 votes (or maybe 8) out of 178. 
He always maintained that drubbing taught him two 
invaluable lessons: the virtue of humility, and that you can't 
run a union from a barstool. 
In 1966, Jim and his family moved to Helena when 
he was named Political Director of the Montana State AFL-
CIO working under the federation's Executive Secretary, 
Jim Umber. His impact on Montana politics was immediate, 
and his groundbreaking efforts in organizing an effective 
volunteer grassroots field program was widely 
acknowledged to have provided the margin to reelect U.S. 
Senator Lee Metcalf. Two years later, Jim was elected head 
of the state AFL-CIO, making him, at the age of 33, the 
youngest state labor federation director in the U.S. 
Thus began his 23-year tenure as head of the state 
AFL-CIO, during which time Jim made organized labor one 
of the most potent political forces in Montana. Directing the 
political arm of the trade union movement, Jim was central 
to the election of three Democratic governors, four members 
of Congress, five United States Senators, dozens of other 
statewide officials and literally hundreds of members of the 
Montana legislature. 
There were two seminal Montana political events 
where Jim was front and center that bear special mention: 
the crushing defeat of the 1971 sales tax referendum and the 
razor-thin passage of the ratification of the 1972 Montana 
Constitution. In concert with the Montana Farmers Union, 
low income, senior citizens, women's and church groups, 
conservationists along with the Montana Democratic Party, 
Jim and the labor movement mounted a grassroots effort to 
defeat the sales tax referendum, which went down in a 
dramatic fashion. The very next year, this coalition helped 
to pass the new Montana Constitution, and if not for their 
efforts it is highly unlikely that almost 50 years later 
Montana would be governed by a state constitution that is 
considered the nation's best, providing the strongest 
privacy, anti-discrimination and environmental protections 
in America. In both instances, this grand progressive 
coalition led by Jim bested corporate interests with 
unlimited money and resources at their disposal. These 
victories also brought about campaign finance reform, again 
with Jim's fervor in the lead, to level the playing field 
between wealthy corporations and working people. 
Nobody fought harder for his causes than Jim and 
he savored every victory. But, Jim looked upon his 
adversaries as opponents, not enemies. Even while licking 
their wounds in defeat, most of his opponents begrudgingly 
respected Jim Murry and, unlike today, most maintained a 
level of combative friendship. 
Jim's leadership during Montana's progressive 
period between 1965 and 1980 resulted in major changes in 
Montana to the benefit of workers and their families, 
whether they were union members or not. With dizzying 
speed Montanans benefitted from better laws regarding 
workers' compensation, unemployment compensation, job 
place safety, collective bargaining, educational funding, the 
social safety net and environmental advancements. Those 
changes remain an important part of Jim Murry's footprint 
on history and his legacy. 
The genius of Jim Murry's political acumen rested 
on three fundamental principles: the absolute necessity of 
strong, effective coalitions of progressive interest groups to 
enact needed social change; a keen understanding that the 
pro-corporation forces that shaped Montana's history from 
its earliest days were still present and in conflict in the 
second half of the 20th Century; and, that in order to be 
successful politically, it was essential to work harder than 
your adversary. 
Jim's belief and commitment to forming strong and 
lasting coalitions was absolute and unshakable. He 
understood that coalitions hinged more on personality, 
loyalty born of friendship and mutual respect, and 
continuous communication, than rigid structure. He would 
always contend that the coalition 'model' of political action 
had been around Montana since the pioneer era. But it was 
in grade school where he learned to forge 'coalitions' of kids 
to foil the bullies waiting to beat them up outside the school 
building. Banding together with other kids from different 
ethnic backgrounds illustrated the need to work together to 
achieve a common and greater good – i.e., not getting beat 
up. With that background, Jim transformed the progressive 
coalition in Montana into a truly impressive political force. 
Keeping a disparate group of allies together in a 
huge, sparsely populated state like Montana was a herculean 
task. It is no exaggeration to say Jim spent about half his 
tenure as head of the state AFL-CIO as a road warrior, 
crisscrossing the state by car to meet with fellow supporters; 
often just a few people in towns like Eureka or Glendive. 
But in Jim's mind, that was the cost of staying close to his 
'friends,' to keep the coalition together, and it was a price he 
knew he had to pay. 
Two generations of Montana political activists can 
attest to Jim Murry's work ethic. If you wanted to win, the 
ONLY way was to work harder than the other guy. Working 
nights, weekends and holidays was the rule, not the 
exception. This level of commitment doesn't come without 
cost: for Jim and his staff, it was their families who paid the 
greatest price. Missed birthdays, ball games, graduations 
and long absences from home. For Jim Murry, the price of 
victory was total commitment. It's worth noting that Jim 
never willingly lost a friend, and those staff members and 
coalition partners he trained and sent out to make the world 
better, remained devoted to him to the end. 
If one word was sacred to Jim, it was 'loyalty.' As 
a leader who led by action, Jim did not demand loyalty. 
Loyalty came to him naturally because he was always loyal 
to his wife and family, friends, his team and the cause of 
workers and a better Montana. Jim understood the value of 
that loyalty, however, and never let a friend down, no matter 
what. 
Jim had a raucous sense of humor. He was a 
brilliant storyteller, and could come up with one for any 
occasion. He believed in working hard to the best of your 
ability, but he also believed work should be something that 
is enjoyed. His office pranks and tricks played on family, 
staff, friends and frenemies alike often broke tension, giving 
rise to everything from smiles to roars of laughter. His staff, 
not to be outdone, often played pranks and jokes on him 
which would draw great belly laughs from him amid vows 
to get even. Laughter was a frequent sound in Jim's 
presence. 
As the progressive period began to close, Jim 
Murry had risen to a position of state and national political 
prominence and people knew it. In 1982, the Lee 
Newspaper chain polled 100 Montana leaders and Murry 
was named the second most powerful person in Montana, 
behind only Governor Ted Schwinden, and, much to Jim's 
satisfaction, two spots above the corporate head of the 
Montana Power Company. 
That decade was one of tremendous economic 
upheaval: Atlantic Richfield's surprise closure of the old 
Anaconda Company mine, smelter and refinery dealt a 
crippling blow to thousands of workers and their families. 
Thousands of other workers in the timber industry and 
railroads were laid off. The economic recession was brutal 
and protracted. Entire communities were shaken to their 
foundation. 
In the face of these unprecedented challenges, Jim 
Murry and the state AFL-CIO put together one of most 
innovative and successful worker retraining programs in the 
nation. 'Project Challenge: Work Again' trained thousands 
of displaced workers in new skills they needed to find 
employment in the rapidly changing economy. 
Jim's influence was felt beyond Montana – 
regionally and nationally. At numerous Democratic 
Presidential Conventions he ensured workers' voices were 
heard, and helped write the charter for the modern National 
Democratic Party. His fire-brand style of leadership for 
workers was recognized in the western and Rocky Mountain 
region and at national AFL-CIO meetings where he set the 
standard for labor leaders in other states, most of whom 
were swept into Jim Murry's coalition for the people on the 
margins. 
Jim also made his mark internationally. In 1988, 
Jim was named as the national AFL-CIO's representative to 
an international committee to work on revision of an 
International Labour Organization (ILO) Convention on 
indigenous persons. When questioned about what Jim 
Murry knew about international affairs, Lane Kirkland, then 
president of the national AFL-CIO, said that it did not 
matter because 'Jim could handle himself anywhere.' And 
he did well, working for parts of two years with 
international and sovereign indigenous governments, and 
the revision was adopted. 
In 1991, Jim stepped down as head of the Montana 
State AFL-CIO to take a job with the United Steelworkers 
Union in Chicago, focusing on workforce training. He was 
succeeded by Don Judge, who by then was the state AFL-
CIO's political director, and had been with the American 
Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees 
union. After eight years in the Midwest, Jim finally said 
goodbye to working for his beloved trade union movement, 
and he and Arlene returned to Montana to enjoy their 
retirement. Which in Jim's case, didn't last long. He served 
for a number of years as a board member of the Helena 
Indian Alliance; his heritage and deep connection with 
Montana's Native Peoples made his time working on behalf 
of the HIA especially meaningful and fulfilling. 
In 2005, Governor Brian Schweitzer appointed Jim 
to the Board of Trustees of the Montana Historical Society, 
where he later served as chairman. In a life filled with 
accolades, Jim felt that serving on this board was one of his 
greatest honors. He relished the opportunity to preserve and 
expand the epic story of the state he loved above all others. 
It is a tremendous blessing that Jim passed knowing a new 
Montana Historical Heritage Center was finally being 
constructed. 
In 2012, Schweitzer appointed Jim as 
Commissioner of Political Practices, following some 
tumultuous times with that office. Murry's ability to get 
along with Republicans surprised those who didn't know 
him well, and he was able to move the office forward as the 
'dark money' episode erupted around the state's campaign 
finances. 
Until the time of his death, Jim continued to be 
active in Democratic Party and union affairs. He served as 
informal advisor to numerous elected and union officials, as 
well as other progressive leaders and activists. Jim 
possessed an extraordinary political mind. His perspective 
and institutional knowledge was in constant demand and his 
wisdom treasured. 
Jim was preceded in death by his rock and his wife 
of over 60 years, Arlene, his parents Curly and Athleen, his 
brother Phillip (Po) and his in-laws James and Helen 
Rowlan. Jim is survived by his children Patrick (Georgia), 
Cathy (Dan Jenkins), Timothy, Michael (Cindy) and Kieran 
(Sherri), his sister-in-law Audrey and her and Po's children 
Julie, Shannon and Jim, and Arlene's brother Jim Rowlan 
and his wife Amy. Grandchildren are Brian (Beth), Toby, 
Meghan (Jason), TJ, Sara (Thomas), James, Dillon and 
Nicholas, G W and Crystal Alexander, Kimberly and Kurt 
Ernstes, Dereck and Tia Alexander and Janice Alexander. 
Great-grandchildren are James, Ayla, Dakota, Rozlyn, 
Clayton, Elizabeth, Aspen and Jaxon. He is also survived by 
the trade union movement, by friends and coworkers around 
the world, including former Governors, Congressmen, 
Senators and political leaders – and by those who are proud 
to say, 'I work for Jim Murry.' 
For Jim Murry, the shift whistle has blown. The 
lunch bucket is empty; tool belt, hardhat and boots sit 
quietly in his locker. He's back in Laurel, on the south side 
of town. Work's over, Jim. Rest easy with Arlene. Know 
that the fight for justice goes on. We – your sisters and 
brothers in arms – will pick up your tools and keep moving 
forward. We can never fill those boots of yours, but we will 
do our best. You never gave up, you never gave in. Neither 
will we. 
   
Arlene Rowlan Murry 
August 19, 1935 – December 6, 2017 
It is with heavy hearts – but also with joy and 
understanding – that we say goodbye to Arlene Murry, the 
Grand Matriarch of our clan. Wife, mother, grandmother 
and great grandmother, Arlene can now soar with the 
Angels and into the waiting arms of her family in heaven. 
Born the second of three children to James and 
Helen Rowlan, Arlene spent her youth in Pullman, WA 
until moving to Billings where she completed her high 
school education and enrolled in Eastern Montana College. 
There she met her soul mate Jim Murry of Laurel, and the 
two were married on August 29, 1954 when both were 19 
years of age. 
Parenthood soon followed, while Jim followed 
pipeline work through the mid-west. The two oldest 
children Patrick and Cathy were born in Ohio. 
Arlene and her family returned to Laurel in 1956. 
During that time she served as President of the Ladies 
Auxiliary of OCAW Local 2-443, treasurer of the 
Yellowstone County Democratic Central Committee and 
treasurer for St. Anthony's Catholic Church. Children 
Timothy and Michael were born in Billings. 
The Murry family moved to Helena in 1966 and 
other than a seven-year hiatus in northwest Indiana during 
the 1990s, Helena would be her home for the rest of her 
life. The Murry’s youngest son Kieran was born in Helena. 
A woman of exquisite taste, a winning smile and 
great sense of humor, Arlene worked at The Globe 
Clothing Store, served as manager of the women’s 
department, and sold apparel to countless members of the 
Helena community. She was also employed by Downtown 
Helena. 
While Arlene was a working mother and 
respected member of the Helena business community long 
before it was commonplace, by far her greatest passion and 
life’s work was her family. She was utterly devoted to her 
husband of 63 years and her 5 children who she loved and 
nurtured unconditionally. 
It is fitting that Arlene passed at the beginning of 
the Christmas Season, which was far and away her favorite 
time of the year. She would start playing Christmas music 
in October as she began preparations for the celebration to 
come. Joyful memories of an Arlene Murry Christmas will 
always be cherished by her family, especially its youngest 
members. 
A woman informed by her faith and fierce 
commitment to the ideals of fairness and social justice – 
along with unlimited love, common sense and patience – 
Arlene Murry was truly the inspiration and cornerstone of 
her family. 
Arlene is survived by her husband Jim, her 
children Patrick (Georgia), Cathy (Dan Jenkins), Timothy 
(LaRain), Michael (Cindy) and Kieran (Sherri). She was 
beloved grandmother to Brian (Beth), Toby, Meghan 
(Jason), TJ, Sara, James, Dillon and Nicholas, G W and 
Crystal Alexander, Kimberly and Kurt Ernstes, Dereck and 
Tia Alexander and Janice Alexander. And great-
grandmother to James, Ayla, Dakota, Rozlyn, Clayton, 
Elizabeth and Aspen. Her sister Marilyn, brother Jim and 
their respective families also survive Arlene. 
Cremation has taken place. At Arlene’s request, a 
private family service will be held this spring. 
Memorials in Arlene’s memory can be made to 
Hospice of St. Peter’s [406-444-2370] or the Alzheimer’s 
Association. [1-800-272-3900.] 
Her husband and children were blessed to be able 
to enfold Arlene in hugs and love in her final hours. 
Goodbye Mom. We love you to the Moon and back, and 








Rich Aarstad - State Archivist, Montana Historical Society &                                                 
former officer of Montana Federation of Public Employees (MFPE) 
I first met Jim Murry in 2009 after Governor Brian 
Schweitzer appointed him to the Board of Trustees for the 
Montana Historical Society.  I'm not sure how or when the 
first conversation started, but it wasn't long before Jim and 
I started sharing stories about our upbringings.  I told him 
about my dad being a member of Local 2581 in Libby and 
his own story about leaving Wyoming and coming to 
Montana because it wasn't "a f**king right-to-work state."  
Jim appreciated that and agreed wholeheartedly.  I'll admit 
at the time I didn't know a lot about Jim's history, not that it 
really mattered; he was a first-rate storyteller and his 
genuine commitment to Montana's working families struck 
a chord with me. 
Jim was never shy about sharing his thoughts about 
the labor movement and I used to give him a bad time 
because we have three oral history interviews with him in 
the MHS archives collection and not a one mentions trying 
to stuff Evan Barrett through the basement window of a 
certain union hall in Great Falls or him telling "the guys to 
stop wearing sunglasses, dark suits, and rushing my car 
every time I pull up to the federal courthouse in Great Falls 
because it make us look like the f**king mafia." We laughed 
a lot about the dust ups, fistfights, and pure dumb-assery of 
the "good old days".  I miss our talks and your inspiration 
Brother Murry, but the struggle continues...so we’ll follow 
your directions to "get off your ass and do something about 
it". 
 
John Adams - Montana Free Press, formerly Great Falls Tribune reporter 
I first met Jim Murry in 2012 after I’d written a 
story for the Great Falls Tribune about his predecessor. That 
story ultimately led to his predecessor’s departure as the 
state’s Commissioner of Political Practices, the position Jim 
was then appointed to. Given that it was a politically-
appointed position, I was a bit concerned that Jim might 
come into the position with an ax to grind. At the very least, 
I didn’t expect him to treat me with a whole lot of respect. 
Shortly after he took the position, I scheduled a 
meeting to sit down with Jim to introduce myself. As with 
all sources, I wanted to try to start the relationship off on the 
right foot. I wasn’t around during Jim’s formidable years as 
a labor organizer in Montana, so I only knew him by 
reputation. That reputation was of a street-brawling brute 
from the south side of Laurel who wasn’t afraid to tell 
people what he thought. So I would be lying if I said I wasn’t 
a little intimidated when I first walked into his office.  
But the man I met that day was polite, friendly and 
professional. We shook hands and then sat across from each 
other and spent the next hour or so getting to know each 
other. He agreed to give me a fair shake, and I promised I’d 
do the same. From then on, every encounter I ever had with 
Jim was just like that. He wasn’t shy about telling me what 
he thought, but he was always respectful and brought a 
wealth of knowledge and experience to ever conversation.  
Later, I had the opportunity to ask Jim for advice 
when I was starting the Montana Free Press. Jim, as always, 
was friendly, polite and candid. He opened his rolodex to 
me and shared his vast knowledge of the people and players 
in the state. He helped connect me with people who believed 
in our mission to elevate in-depth public service journalism 
in Montana, and those connections helped get our fledgling 
news organization off the ground.  
I’ll continue to miss his regular email dispatches 
with his observations, comments and critiques about the 
news and politics of the day.  
 
Kelly Addy – Pastor, former State Legislator and Democratic Party State Chair 
I served in the Montana House of Representatives 
from 1983 through the 1989 session. Before we even met, I 
thought I knew Jim Murry through press accounts. I thought 
he was a tough guy who spoke in blunt sentences. 
Was I surprised when I met the man!  He was smart 
for sure and had kindness in his voice and a heart full of 
compassion for anyone who was being treated unfairly. Jim 
was a consensus builder as well as a fighter, someone who 
was looking for people who were willing to do what was 
needed to make things better for everyone, especially the 
little guy or gal. 
Jim had a way of thanking you that did not say that 
you had done what he wanted, but that you had done the 
good and right thing and he was grateful for that. Jim’s way 
of giving credit made you want to go into battle for workers 
and families with him again and again. 
A specific instance of this that I remember 30+ 
years later was during the 1989 session when I chaired the 
subcommittee hearing the state employees’ pay bill. The 
hearings went late into the night and many, many people had 
compelling stories they were able to tell us. 
The next day Jim pulled me aside and told me that 
while he didn’t know how the bill was going to come out, I 
had listened carefully and everyone knew they had been 
heard. It doesn’t sound like much as I write it, but I think it 
was the most encouraging thing that anyone had said to me 
in four legislative sessions. 
Jim never shook a finger in my face in criticism or 
reproach. He wasn’t a man who looked for enemies 
everywhere to decide who to put down. He was always 
looking for friends -- friends who would be willing to carry 
some of the load for people who have to work hard for a 
living, and are pretty darned good at it. 
He was a friend who tried to help us all see things 
as they are so we can make them better for everyone. 
It was my good fortune to get to know Jim 
Murry, a sensitive, compassionate man with a big, big heart 
who always looked out for the workers and their families 
and did whatever he could to help them, and hoped we’d all 
help, too. 
 
Bob Anez - retired Associated Press reporter 
Atlanta. July 1988. A sweltering, humid city 
crammed with thousands of delegates to the Democratic 
National Convention. The event was not only the first 
national convention I covered as an Associated Press 
reporter, but also my first foray to the South. At the height 
of summer. The average high temperature during the four-
day event was 92 degrees. The low at night was 75. The 
humidity peaked at about 90 percent, usually around 6 a.m. 
I was stunned by the muggy weather and rattled by 
my assignment to cover the Montana and Arizona 
delegations, even though I knew nothing about Arizona, its 
politics or its delegates. The two delegations were staying 
in hotels at opposite ends of the city.  
I stayed at the hotel with the Montana delegation 
and worked long hours, I would start at 7 a.m. and typically 
get to bed around 3 A.M. The humidity was debilitating. 
The most pleasant time of day was when I would returned 
to my hotel, eager for a little sleep before starting again.  
One morning, I arrived at the hotel, which had an 
outdoor swimming pool at its center, and was  walking 
toward my room in the dark, when I heard a voice call out, 
“Anez, what are you doing? Come on in!” 
It was Jim Murry, floating on his back in the pool 
with Evan Barrett in the same pose. At first, all I could see 
were two fairly prominent abdomens bobbing above the 
water. A closer look revealed their identities. I had to laugh. 
They were having so much fun and I was too tired to take 
them up on the invitation, as tempting as the water was. 
I had only been an AP reporter for seven years and 
didn’t know Jim well, but this incident humanized him. I 
learned he liked to have fun and laugh. He didn’t take 
himself too seriously. He was approachable. He never 
sucked up to reporters and was patient in explaining the 
labor-political issues of the day.    
The day after the convention concluded, I had time 
to kill before my flight left and Jim invited me to brunch. 
Over my first taste of grits, I learned of Jim’s passion for the 
working person and his admiration for the role journalists 
played. It was the beginning of decades of being impressed 
by him, as well as years trying to purge from my mind the 
image of his and Evan’s water-bound profiles and my 
everlasting thanks that neither owned a Speedo. 
 
Sidney Armstrong - State Fed & Demo Party staffer, staff of Governors Judge & 
Schweitzer, Exec. of Montana Community Foundation & Greater Montana Foundation 
How anyone could confine themselves to 300-400 
words, I do not know!  Most of us could write a book!  
During my years with Governor Judge, Jim and I became 
good friends and several of us were very vocal about labor 
bills we supported.  My office was a convenient place for 
Jim and others to leave their coats, grab coffee, etc. 
One of the most telling memories I recall, is when 
Governor-elect Schwinden let many of the Judge team go 
after the general election.  Because we had been friends, 
mended fences after the primary, we thought we would be 
retained.  We were let go right before Christmas and I was 
really scrambling for a job.  Still had four children at home. 
Jim said to come on down to the Montana State 
AFL-CIO and see Candy Brown; she might be able to help.  
I had a good talk with Candy; she asked about what kind of 
job I would want.  I told her while I didn’t know exactly, it 
had to be working with good people for a worthy cause.   
Jim called me in a day or two later and offered me 
two jobs.  One involved traveling which wouldn’t work.  
The other would. It was work on a government grant, the 
Technical Assistance and Training program, working with 
Rusty Harper.   
I came into the office and Rusty showed me a long 
list of tasks on a yellow legal tablet.  I thought it might be 
for a month – it was for that day.  We wrote articles, 
newsletters, were liaisons with state and federal labor 
departments, did research, legislative testimony, drafted 
letters for Jim, and much more. 
Early on, when I wrote something for Jim and took 
it in to him, he would read it over and say, “Yeah, this is 
good stuff, Sid, you’ve got what we need to say.”  He would 
then usually have a couple of changes but was always very 
complimentary.   
I finally said to him, “Jim, I really appreciate that 
you are so complimentary about my work for you, but I just 
wondered, why do you always sound so surprised?”  “Oh,” 
he said, “I didn’t know you could write.” 
Astounded, I asked, “But Jim, why did you hire 
me?”  “You were a good 
friend, and you needed a 
job,” he responded.  
“Besides, Evan told me 
you’d be fine.” 
What a great 
example of his unfailing 
loyalty to his friends, to 
those who had helped him 
in the labor movement in 
any way. 
 
Jim Baker - Consultant on global trade union matters;                                                         
formerly with National AFL-CIO & the International Labour Organization 
For Jim Murry, trade unionism was up close and 
personal. It was all about one worker talking with another. 
Leadership did not change that. He left Laurel, but Laurel 
never left him.  
Jim was a great trade unionist; a “true believer”. 
He was a great leader who could inspire and motivate. He 
was a great strategist, who could make the impossible 
possible. He was a great and loyal friend through thick and 
thin.  
Jim loved to laugh and make others laugh and to 
play practical jokes. It seemed as if he was at his craziest 
when times were difficult. In one of his e-mail messages last 
year, he explained, “The only way I could deal with life's 
trials and tribulations was to face them with a sense of 
humor. Laughing during tough times saved what little sanity 
I could muster.” 
Because of the paths our respective trade union 
lives took, I had the chance of knowing and working with 
Jim Murry from the mid-70’s, in the West, internationally 
when he represented the AFL-CIO on an important 
committee on indigenous peoples at the International 
Labour Conference in Geneva, and in Washington, DC.  
Whether he was dealing with his state fed buddies, 
the President of the AFL-CIO, an employer, or a 
government representative or a bare-footed Māori from 
New Zealand in a marble hall in Geneva, it was the same 
Jim Murry. He reached people and he often brought them 
on board.  
Jim’s world was never divided into important and 
unimportant people. Everybody was important and worthy 
of respect.  
Jim understood that the glue that holds the trade 
union movement together was values and relationships. 
Trade union education, formal and informal, including 
political education, enabled workers to fend off lies and 
manipulation.  
Jim inherently and internally combined values and 
relationships and spread the faith to many - whether or not 
they realized what was happening to them. 
Jim lives on in his many friends. His stories and his 
laugh still keep us company. It is not just about the past. 
When I hear President Biden say that trade unions are good 
for workers and good for the country, I think of Jim. When 
I try to navigate my way through the confusion of modern 
times and look to the future, I draw on his wisdom.  
Thank you, Jim. Lead on.  
 
Evan Barrett – Democratic Party Executive Secretary; Senior Staff w/ Govs Anderson, 
Judge, Schweitzer, Cong. Williams, Sen. Melcher; campaign mgr. & economic developer 
In the period of Montana history from 1965 to 
1990, when Montana dramatically changed from being a 
corporate colony to a citizen-oriented state, nobody played 
a larger role in that progressive period than Jim Murry. He 
stood astride those 25 years like a Colossus. 
Saying he was the head of the AFL-CIO doesn’t do 
Jim justice. He was a coalition-builder and champion of 
workers, the poor, the voiceless and architect of 
monumental social and environmental advancement. And 
there was no better true and loyal friend. 
Jim was first a mentor to me when I was a 26-year 
old newly appointed Executive Director of the Montana 
Democratic Party just as we began the battle over the sales 
tax referendum in 1971.  He was a colleague in that battle 
as well as innumerable electoral battles over the years, 
including those when I was in campaign management. Jim 
was a roommate at Democratic National Conventions (boy 
was that a blast) as we sought to influence national level 
politics and policy.  Jim and I were road warriors as we 
drove across Montana to mobilize labor and Democrats for 
elections and get out the vote, but also in the end for funerals 
of Brothers and Sisters and friends and comrades who had 
fought the good fight.  We were together part of a larger 
family of warriors for economic and social justice, of first 
moving Montana toward our progressive ideals and more 
recently of defending the progress we had made as it faced 
a new right-wing assault.   
We took memorable vacation trips to Las Vegas 
and to Camp Tuffit - the stories will live on.  Like the 
brothers we were, our families were like one big happy 
family that loved and fought our way through the years. We 
concerned ourselves with each other’s illnesses and injuries, 
which became more frequent.  We also loved the fall when 
we could catch Grizzly games together and sometimes Cat 
games, too. 
As Arlene began to slide and Jim’s ability and 
willingness to take time away from her waned, our 
brotherhood took the form of drives by me from Butte to 
Helena so we could partake of a one-hour meal that 
commandeered corner tables for 4, 5 or 6 hours.  We 
laughed and snorted but also planned and conspired, even 
then.  Perkins could count on a good profit from potato 
pancakes when we sat down together.  We needled each 
other in good times (Jim’s way of not letting anyone get too 
comfortable) and shared tears in sad times.  We shared 
stories from the past (over and over and 
never getting old) and plans for the 
future.   
Every minute we spent 
together for more than fifty years 
brought us closer together.  He 
remained a mentor.  We remained co-
conspirators of many a plot, sometime humorous but many 
times extremely serious and important.   But he always 
remained my brother, my friend.  As his days became fewer, 
the Covid robbed us of getting together.  I curse that 
pandemic for that alone, but we still had Jimmy Murry’s 
favorite weapon – the telephone, right up to that last call.  
So, here we are.  Words cannot do justice to this 
larger than life man.  But that’s what we are limited to 
externally – words.  But inside Jim Murry lives on.  With 
me each day, guiding me, acting as my prod and my 
conscience. Acting as a daily reminder that I still have time 
left to put in the time and effort to make a difference in our 
great state and for its people.  Still have time to move us 
closer to economic and social justice.  Still have time to 
prepare others to accept the torch that we all must pass so 
that our battles will continue until the little people prevail 
over the forces of greed and power. 
Goodbye my friend, my brother. 
 
Former Congressman, U.S. Senator & Ambassador Max Baucus 
Jim was one of a kind.  A giant in Montana’s 
Labor-Progressive movement.  It’s doubtful that anyone in 
the Montana labor-progressive movement will ever have as 
much influence on the well-being of average Montanans as 
Jim Murry. 
Why you might ask?  It’s simple.  He was a big 
man.  In every way.  He commanded presence with his big 
smile when he walked into the room.  He worked his tail off. 
His dedication was obvious.  As Executive Director of the 
Montana AFL-CIO he not only led Montana unions but he 
inspired and worked with many other organizations such as 
the Northern Plains Resource Council, just to name one. He 
was a team leader. He was 
selfless. He was a mentor.  He 
held progressive groups together.  
He inspired us to work even 
harder for average Montanans. 
I doubt he could have 
done it without Arlene.  She 
commanded the same presence.  
She shared Jim’s passion for 
Montana.  She was just as special as Jim.  Arlene and Jim 
will forever warm my heart. 
 
John C. Board - former MEA President 
Jim Murry and I were unlikely friends, but that 
changed in the autumn of 1980 when I moved to Helena to 
be the first full-time president of the Montana Education 
Association (MEA).  I knew of Jim by reading about him in 
various news articles.  He knew my name because I had 
been the Great Falls Education Association President and 
then MEA President while still being a classroom teacher. 
 Up until we met, Jim considered the MEA to be an 
administrator-dominated organization that was more 
interested in management than teachers.  To a degree that 
was true, but that changed in 1976 with my election as MEA 
President. 
 In November 1980 I contacted Jim and proposed 
that we organize a demonstration on the capitol grounds to 
protest the inauguration of Ronald Reagan.  That 
demonstration didn’t happen, but our friendship began.  
From that time forward we worked together in MontCEL 
and MAPP, lobbying, electing delegates to Democratic 
National Conventions, and on mutual policy positions.  We 
argued, debated, worked for common ground, and had a 
great time. 
 Eventually Jim moved to Indiana to assume a labor 
position there and I moved to Connecticut to work for the 
Connecticut Education Association.  Twelve years later, we 
both were home again in Montana and quickly found each 
other. 
 From then until his passing, Jim and I were in 
touch almost on a weekly basis.  Like so many others I 
received countless emails from Jim.  He should have been a 
reporter for some media outlet as he distributed political, 
progressive and labor news far and wide once he discovered 
the ways of the internet.  Often we were in contact by phone.  
I was honored to 
participate in a 
historical labor 
video with Jim 
as we addressed 
the labor 
progress of the 
1960s and 70s.   
Now, 
all of that has 
ended and I 
deeply miss 
Jim’s presence 
in my life.  He 
was an 
outstanding 
leader, but he 
was also an 
unforgettable 





Dorothy Bradley – Long-time State Legislator, 1992 Gubernatorial Candidate 
I was among the fortunate to have overlapped with 
the Montana labor giant, Jim Murry, during my off-and-on 
legislative career from 1971 - 91.  When I was 23, I found 
him more overwhelming - even intimidating - than the 
brilliant strategist he was.  But that brilliance crystallized 
over time, and no one else could have pulled it off.   
The visionary laws coming out of the decade of the 
'70s, the Earth Decade and the Con Con, would not have 
happened without Jim, who pulled together an astonishing 
coalition of women activists, environmental crusaders, and 
organized labor.  It was so bold, but so subtle, that those on 
the outside were barely aware of its existence.  But we on 
the inside were quite aware, because if we strayed too far, 
there was the lion, looming over the House Chambers, 
directing the shots just by his presence and mannerisms.   
Many of us have celebrated Montana's 
extraordinary accomplishments of that era, but I have 
always regretted not having one final chat with Jim, and 
giving him my personal and profuse thanks for his 
leadership, insights, commitment, and most certainly his 
patience for holding the reins and guiding the direction of 
all of us wild, young, eager, passionate run-aways. 
 
Bob Brown - Former Secretary of State & Montana Senate President 
I didn’t come to know Jim Murry well until we 
were in the reflective phases of our lives.  We had completed 
our careers, and we were at complete liberty to reminisce 
about our lives that had paralleled over multiple decades of 
intensive involvement in the politics of our state. 
We learned we both had union roots.  Jim’s father 
was deeply involved in the labor movement, including as a 
union organizer in Jim’s hometown of Laurel.  My 
grandfather was an AFL carpenter and my Dad an Operating 
engineer in the CIO. 
The only time we worked closely together, 
however, was in the 1981 legislative session when Jim and 
another union leader asked to meet with then Senate 
President Jean Turnage, and Jean invited me to join in the 
meeting.  Jim was deeply concerned about the possible 
repeal of the prevailing wage law in Montana, and made a 
powerful case for preserving it.   
I agreed to lead the opposition to the repeal 
legislation and was able to greatly modify it in favor of the 
union after spirited floor debate. When the floor fight was 
over I remember Turnage congratulated me for skillfully 
“taking the horns off the billy goat” with my amendment.  
Jim heartily thanked me, and that began a cordial long-term 
personal relationship. 
A few years later, we happened to be seated next 
to each other on a flight to Washington in which Jim shared 
his opinion with me that the best government is not always 
the one closest to the people.  I had been raised in a world 
where Jefferson’s opposite opinion was a generally 
accepted part of our heritage.  Jim’s point was that, 
especially in the area of labor legislation, anti-worker 
economic interests could have a larger influence in states 
than they could on the national level.  
Jim left the state to accept a position with the Steel 
Workers Union sometime after that, and our paths didn’t 
cross again until I joined him as a member of the Board of 
Trustees of the Montana Historical Society in 2005.  That 
began a warm and rewarding relationship of many stories 
and perspectives that could have been shared by few other 
people than the two of us.   
Jim Murry’s unshakable commitment to workers 
and their families was ingrained in every story I ever heard 
him tell. Working people never had a more dedicated 
worker for them than Jim Murry.  
A few years ago I might not have written this.  But, 
the opportunity to really get to know Jim has made me 
believe that Jim Murry was one of only a handful of people 
I've known who might have been a great man.  
 
Reverend Ray Brown - first Administrator Montana Human                                                       
Rights Division, former Dean St. Peter’s Episcopal Cathedral 
First, a special thank you to “Saint” Arlene, Jim’s 
wife and patron saint who guided and protected him through 
good times and bad. 
It was the progressive era in Montana when I first 
met Jim Murry. The new Montana Constitution had passed; 
new civil rights law and the Governmental Code of Fair 
Practices passed. The Montana Human Rights 
Commission, an independent group administratively 
attached to the Department of Labor and Industry became 
reality. I was its first Administrator. Decisions were made 
by the Commission. There was often controversy. 
Members of both political parties in following legislative 
sessions attempted to remove its independent status. Jim 
was there. He lobbied and fought for the independence of 
the Commission. It was not a popular stance. Jim continued 
his long battles for civil rights.  
Off to Gary, Indiana Jim and Arlene went, later 
returning to Helena where both Jim and I were members on 
the Helena Indian Alliance Board. The health and welfare 
of many local folks depended on our work. The Colorado 
Building did not serve the Alliance’s needs. The unused 
Navy Reserve building on Euclid Avenue was available. 
Jim worked to secure the building. Thanks to Jim’s efforts 
it continues to this day to serve the Helena Community 
Our relationship continued until shortly before his 
death with frequent pancake breakfasts shared with Curt 
Chisholm at Perkin’s. Jim now had his beard. Many 
remembrances of Butte and Montana politics were told, 
coupled with tall tales, laughter and an occasional 
exaggeration. 
Jim Murry will not be forgotten by those who 
knew him and his work. Those who did not have the 
privilege of knowing Jim still benefit from his efforts to this 
day and will so for years to come. His Union Work, his 
politics, his support, and perseverance has made life better 
for all. 
Thanks Jim. It was an honor to know you. You 
were quite a guy.  
 
Former Attorney General & Governor Steve Bullock 
It is no exaggeration to say that there is no one in 
my lifetime who did more to shape the labor movement and 
the contours of our political and progressive landscape in 
Montana than Jim Murry.   
To that point, he first began with the AFL-CIO the 
year I was born and was still serving our state as 
Commissioner of Political Practices the year I was elected 
Governor.    
He was a confidant to every Democrat who served 
in public office.  He was a fighter, with clarity of purpose 
and understanding.  He never lost his sense of idealism, nor 
his belief that the only way to make the ideal real was 
through unceasing hard work.   
I and so many others stand on the broad shoulders 
of Jim, and I am a better person because of his influence and 
life’s work. 
   
Tom Cook – former Lee Bureau reporter; information officer, Montana Historical Society 
When I came to Montana In the early 1980s as 
political reporter for Lee Newspapers, we did an extensive 
poll to see who the most powerful people in Montana 
politics were. 
Labor leader Jim Murry was at the top with Gov. 
Ted Schwinden. When we asked Jim why, he simply said: 
“I just tell them what the working people are thinking.” 
Of course, as people who knew Jim know, he went 
on extensively after that. The man could talk all day and a 
lot of it was worth listening to. He stopped in at the office a 
couple times a week for chats. In a few months he knew 
pretty much my life history and the working-class people 
from which I came - bus mechanics, railroaders, nurses, 
teachers and more. 
He never got disagreeable with me when I wrote 
something he didn’t like. He just said how working people 
would take it. 
He had his ways of getting things done. When a 
smooth talking, well-funded, new to Montana man was 
running for U.S. Senate one year, he was making progress. 
Jim and his friends came up with a photo of the guy getting 
off a jet with “hippy” beads around his neck. He never had 
a chance after that. 
When I moved to the Montana Historical Society, 
Jim followed me as a governor appointed Trustee. We were 
coming home late from an event In Miles City. Jim said pull 
off in Laurel. He took me to Sonny O’Day’s Bar that had 
been closed recently. 
Jim hung out there when he worked at the refinery 
as a young man. Jim spun some stories about the famous 
Montana boxer who ran it for half a century. Sonny’s battles 
and the battles Jim went though as young man ran together. 
As it frequently did with stories about his early life, 
he was open about how tough they were. He was reverent 
when he said his wife Arlene saved him. He called her his 
saint. 
At the end of his life Jim was delivering cars for 
dealers across the country. He needed the work, not the 
money.  
There is no higher honor that Jim’s life brought 
him than this. Jim Murry was a working man’s working 
man.  
 
Tom Conway - International President, United Steelworkers of America 
I won’t be able to join the family or those who will 
come together to remember Jim.  I was a staff representative 
at a steel plant in Indiana when we started the first ICD 
location with Jim as my partner and we grew that program 
from that day.  
He was such a solid and thoughtful guy who was 
singularly focused on seeing that the union workers got the 
best possible education program.  He was a good friend and 
I learned much from him in those days. I was sorry to learn 
of his passing.
     
 
 
Mike Cooney - former State Legislator & Senator, Secretary of State, Director                   
of Montana Historical Society and Democratic Candidate for Governor 
Anyone who knew Jim “Boss” Murry will have 
stories about his days growing up in Laurel, his influence 
on the Montana Labor movement, throwing 
elected officials into swimming pools at AFL-CIO 
conventions and how he didn’t suffer scabs or 
fools.  That is who Jim was and what made him a 
“one of a kind” sort of guy. 
I knew Jim for many years beginning 
when I first ran for the MT State House of 
Representatives.  Although I was a young pup and 
pretty wet behind the ears, Jim always worked with me as if 
I were a veteran of the process.  We remained friends 
throughout and had numerous opportunities to work 
together. 
I’m sure others will cover Jim’s more 
colorful past and do so in a way that will have you 
crying and laughing at the same time. That is what 
Jim would want.  I want to talk about his love for 
the State of Montana and his love for preserving the 
history of Montana.  Jim, the tough Labor Leader, 
was appointed to the Board of Trustees of the 
Montana Historical Society by Gov. Schweitzer.  He served 
for many years which included serving as Board Chair.  I 
had the good fortune to be to become the Interim Director 
of MHS during his tenure. 
This hard-nosed, union boss (and that is a 
compliment) was a softy when it came to his duties to 
MHS.  A fierce supporter and advocate of the new building, 
of the incredible staff and the important work of preserving 
the history of our state was a passion for Jim.  He was 
always there when needed, willing to talk to whomever 
needed to be convinced and would go that extra mile to get 
the job done.  If it was good for the Society and good for 
Montana, Jim was there to help and he wouldn’t give up 
until he succeeded.  In many respects, Jim used the 
incredible skills he honed as a negotiator and arm twister to 
be an important and effective champion for the Society. 
  Many people probably paid little attention to his 
work on the Board of Trustees and frankly that was Jim’s 
style.  He didn’t need or desire praise.  But his contributions 
to MHS helped lead to the successful position the Society is 
in today.  
Like the working women and men of this state, 
who are better off and stronger as a result of Jim’s 
leadership in the labor movement, the Montana Historical 
Society will continue to be the Smithsonian of the West 
thanks to his quiet, but persistent, leadership and support. 
Thanks, Boss. 
 
Mike Dennison - MTN News, former Lee Bureau reporter 
My reporting on Montana politics began in the 
latter part of Jim Murry’s stint as head of the Montana AFL-
CIO, in the mid-1980s. I’d read his name in the papers, and 
knew of him, but had not yet met him, and really knew very 
little about the labor history of the state or the role that he 
had played in shaping Montana’s progressive politics of the 
time. Jim didn’t personally teach me that stuff – but I’m 
pretty sure his presence and force of personality sowed the 
seeds of whoever or whatever did.  
I say that because upon interviewing Jim, you 
knew you had a uniquely reliable, smart and highly quotable 
source. Someone that good can’t help but be a huge 
influence on his world, and his world was politics and the 
betterment of the average Montanan. Whenever I called up 
Jim for a story, I knew I’d come away with a quote or 
comment that cut right to the heart of the matter, and told 
the reader (and the reporter) why they should care.  
That’s the way it was -- right down to the last time 
I interviewed him. I was working on my book, writing a 
chapter on former state Sen. Chet Blaylock (a chapter that 
didn’t make it into the final print of the book). I knew Murry 
had been a close friend of Chet’s, and thought he might have 
something intriguing to say about Blaylock’s beginnings in 
Montana politics. True to form, he did. In fact, he told me a 
story that revealed a piece of both of them, in Murry’s usual 
insightful way.  
Blaylock was a high school teacher in Laurel and 
Murry a young union worker at the refinery there. Murry 
told me it was Blaylock who got him into politics – by 
telling he wasn’t doing enough to contribute. Murry said 
Blaylock “kind of shamed me into” chairing the Laurel 
Democratic Club in 1962, encouraging him to be more 
active.  
Murry said he was drawn to work for the union and the 
Democratic Party as “vehicles for needed social change” – 
and that Blaylock saw both in the same vein. 
“Chet was a true liberal,” Murry said. 
“Conservatives work to maintain the status quo. Liberals see 
things that need to be changed and strive to do that. I really 
got taken up with it. I’m addicted to it to this day.” 
 
Steve Doherty – former State Senator & Northern Plains Resource Council 
Jim Murry was my good friend, but these words 
don't even begin to describe his importance to me, countless 
others, the causes he championed, the state of Montana and 
our battered but unbowed country. 
He was a mentor, a teacher and a trusted colleague, 
and, as I learned early on, perhaps the bottom line was 
trusting in each other, trusting in the other folks attempting 
to move us towards social justice. 
I first met Jim in Helena in the 1970s.  At that time 
we Montanans were positively aglow with our newly found 
and relatively small but vital freedoms from the copper 
collar of the Anaconda Company and the domineering 
presence of the other company, the Montana Power 
Company (and it was a power company in all regards).  Our 
new constitution was drafted by far sighted and courageous 
people who recognized the stifling corporate colonialism of 
the past as they charted a different way forward.  In those 
times, folks in the labor movement were essential to that 
progress.  And a sparkplug, a powerful engine, a reliable 
ally was Jim Murry.  It was also a time when Montana's 
nascent conservation community was a bipartisan force to 
be reckoned with.  And Jim was the voice that hammered 
home the point that we were stronger together certainly 
more than apart, and without doubt more than when we were 
squabbling with each other. 
It was often not easy.  Labor and natural resource 
advocates sometimes didn't see eye to eye.  The power 
companies set up phony organizations claiming an 
environmental bent.  The power companies propped up 
some labor folk without the backbone of Jim Murry, 
attempting to sabotage and sap the strength of the AFL-
CIO and went after Jim personally.  Trusted friends and 
colleagues sometimes appeared on the other side or just as 
bad, didn't show up at all.  Jim always showed up. 
Throughout these times, even though Jim was 
personally hurt, he never gave up.  He never lost his 
spirit.  He never forgot who he was, where he came from, 
the people he worked for - whether in the trade union 
movement or for society's lost and mostly forgotten souls. 
And Jim was there. He never tired nor admitted defeat.  In 
later years when we got together he'd say to me 'We just got 
the shit kicked out of us....but didn't we have fun."  He had 
a certain joy of life, a joy of the fight against overwhelming 
odds, a joy of speaking for those without voices, a joy in his 
practical jokes, a joy in absolutely skewering his political 
opponents (especially when those opponents were pompous 
blowhards masquerading as just plain 'ol folks). 
You often hear this of some folks that we meet: 
“they broke the mold with....”  Well they surely broke the 
mold with this big hearted man from Laurel, who knew deep 
down that the first victims of environmental injustice and 
corner-cutting were the workers, who knew that the labor 
movement's monumental history in the USA and the world 
was an example of the best in our shared humanity.  Well, 
the mold was broken, but Jim showed us the way, he 
agonized over recent history and desperately wanted the old 
coalitions back.  It is way past time we picked up that torch 
and moved it forward.  Time to get to work. 
 
Al Ekblad – former Executive Secretary of Montana State AFL-CIO; Machinists Union 
Jim Murry changed the course of Montana, and he 
changed the course of my life. He was the right leader at the 
right time, and his efforts shaped the Montana we know and 
love today. As Executive Secretary of the Montana AFL-
CIO, he fought for both worker rights and human rights in 
the 60s, 70s and 80s in Montana.  He organized a 
progressive movement in 1972 to write a new and stronger 
state constitution.  He has more to do with Montanans not 
being burdened with a sales tax than anyone else. He was 
literally a force of nature who motivated workers and 
activists to fight to make Montana a better place.   
On a personal level, he took a chance on me. 
Apparently, he saw something in me. He hired me in 
January of 1987.  Now, I won’t say working for Jim Murry 
was necessarily a pleasant experience, but it certainly was 
educational. He had a critical political mind, which was 
always focused on doing what needed to be done to protect 
Montana workers – union, non-union and never-heard-of-
union.  At times he fought dirty and wasn’t politically 
correct, but he sure as hell got the job done. For better or 
worse, I’ve embraced this concept, which has been my 
political baseline over a career that has now spanned 34 
years in the Montana Labor Movement: You do what needs 
to be done for workers. 
In 2011, I was elected the fifth Executive Secretary 
of the Montana AFL-CIO.  Jim was the second.  Although 
Jim had left the state in 1991 to work for the United Steel 
Workers, he had retired by the time of my election and had 
returned home to Montana.  Jim and I became closer than 
ever after I took office, mostly because he was the only 
friend who both knew what I was up against, and was 
willing to share his experience and ideas. We occasionally 
disagreed, but he respected my prerogative as the elected 
leader of the Montana Labor Movement.  
Jim cared about every worker in Montana, deeply 
and practically. He got joy from his work. If you ever saw 
him laugh, you would understand what I mean. He earned 
the trust of Montana’s workers, and honored that trust with 
tireless, honest, creative, and forward-looking work. Jim 
lived that ethic, and there are a lot of us following proudly 
in his footsteps. I hope the same is said about me.  
 
Darrell Ehrlick – Editor, The Daily Montanan and previously The Billings Gazette 
As one of the chief editorial writers and columnists 
for the state’s largest newspaper, I wrote often about 
Montana politics and issues. Sometimes, I’d use the pen to 
criticize labor and union leaders, and I could nearly set my 
watch as I anticipated a response from Jim. While it was 
clear that we disagreed at times, I actually looked forward 
to his calls because he, in a candid and blunt way, would tell 
me where he thought I was wrong, but not once did he attack 
me or The Gazette. Quite the opposite. We’d have an 
engaging, polite and even funny conversation. 
Jim came from the southside of Laurel, where I 
also have deep family roots. He grew up around my great-
grandparents, grandparents and father. He was one of the 
few Irish kids to be among the German-Russians and that 
gave him his first taste of a fight, as he recalled. Being from 
a railroad and refinery town, he also understood what a hard 
day’s work meant, and he understood that most on the 
southside of Laurel were vulnerable to economic hardships 
and depravations that come along with being blue-collar, 
generally lesser educated, hard-working, poor. He saw their 
work and fought his entire life to get fair compensation for 
those who toiled. 
He told me stories of my great-grandfather, Sam 
Ehrlick, the town’s hulking garbage man who could lift the 
55-gallon burning barrels into the truck – a task normally 
reserved for two grown men. He told about the kids waiting 
on the southside for “Sam, Sam the garbage man.” And, he 
never forgot that it was my great-grandfather who had 
salvaged enough baseball gear from the garbage of Laurel’s 
well-to-do residents in order to make sure the Murry family 
was outfitted for the ballpark. He never forgot that both my 
grandfathers had fought alongside him as union presidents 
of the Cenex (now CHS) refinery. And he never forgot that 
my father was an outstanding high school basketball player. 
He may have known every family in the town - hell, he may 
have known every family in the state - but he could always 
command your attention because he knew your story, and 
knew what kind of person you were. 
And so it remains that Jim Murry may have 
unintentionally bestowed the greatest compliment I’ve 
received as a journalist when he often told me at the end of 
those conversations, often where I had irritated him, “You 
may be wrong, Ehrlick, but you fight just like the rest of us. 
I know you were born in Billings, but in my book, you’re 
really from the southside of Laurel.” 
If Jim considered me tough enough to hold my own 
with him and the rest of the toughs on the southside of 
Laurel, well, there’s nothing kinder that anyone has or ever 
could say to me more than that I am worthy of my roots.  
 
Eric Feaver – former President MEA, MEA/MFT & MFPE 
I did not work directly with Jim in any all-hands-
on-deck event.  I was still drying the wet behind my 
education association's leadership ears when Jim took leave 
from the Montana AFL-CIO for presumably greener 
pastures elsewhere.  But I felt his presence before, during, 
and after his departure, a presence that keep whispering in 
my ear that in order to survive long into the future my 
association, the Montana Education Association, needed to 
rebrand itself a union . . . and affiliate with the Montana 
AFL-CIO.   I concluded MEA needed a rock of brother and 
sister private and public sector unions on which to stand.  
That rock was the Montana AFL-CIO, a rock that Jim built.  
But to scramble aboard the rock, MEA would need to merge 
with our primary member-organizing competitor, the 
Montana Federation of Teachers, a leading affiliate in Jim's 
umbrella of unions.   
As MEA and MFT lurched toward a necessary 
merger, Jim's AFL-CIO did not get in the way even though 
the merger of the two largest public sector unions in 
Montana would inevitably change the shape of the AFL-
CIO to come.  So, I credit Jim, at least in part, for the merger 
of MEA and MFT, a merger that in time led to another 
merger of MEA and MFT with the Montana Public 
Employees Association creating the Montana Federation of 
Public Employees.  Today, thousands of public employees 
doing all kinds of vital, community-building work that 
matters across Montana pay dues to MFPE and per caps to 
the Montana AFL-CIO.  Jim set the stage for MFPE and the 
AFL-CIO to work shoulder to shoulder together continually 
beating back the anti-union forces that will never give up. 
Jim Murry earned a recognized lofty place in 
Montana history.   And he and his family did not enrich 
themselves in the process.  Thank you, Jim Murry. 
 
Michael Fenenbock – Fenenbock & Associates - Campaign Media Producer, writer –      
Pat Williams, Tom Judge, John Melcher, Ted Kennedy, may others around nation 
His consuming passion was “working people.” 
Jim Murry was dedicated to the righteousness of the 
American labor movement. 
              A charismatic leader with a rough-and-ready 
sense of equality, a disdain for elitism, and a belief that 
democracy and individual rights did not stop at the plant 
gate, Jim Murry regarded "working people" as a morally 
good force. 
            As the ally of “working people” Jim found in the 
Democratic Party of his time political expression for his 
views. He saw representative democracy being captured by 
political elites and powerful interest groups and he took up 
the fight. He was a visionary who worked tirelessly to 
create a unified political force of environmentalists, the 
Montana labor movement and the Democratic Party. 
           On a personal level Jim valued friendship. He took 
me under his wing initially for the simple reason that I was 
working alongside his great friends Evan Barrett and 
Bruce Nelson to elect Pat Williams. If I was Evan’s friend 
and Bruce’s friend and Pat’s friend well then that made me 
alright with Jim Murry. 
          Later, with the guidance of another of Jim’s friends, 
the incomparable Sid Armstrong, I was privileged to act as 
part of the “pro-labor” faction during my time with 
Governor Tom Judge. And when I left Montana to work on 
Ted Kennedy’s Presidential campaign in 1980 and then to 
manage Senate and Gubernatorial campaigns around the 
country, Jim was always quick with praise or a helpful 
phone call. 
            If he was your friend Jim would defend you 
anytime, anywhere. If he could help you, he’d do it 
without reservation or reward. Full of openness and shared 
fun, being Jim’s friend was always a joy . . . and often an 
opportunity to learn. 
           He was a wonderful storyteller and he delighted in 
the act of storytelling. Jim’s stories -- often mildly off 
color -- with his own brand of gestures, expressions and 
theatrics were sometimes just entertaining and funny but 
frequently also came with an expressed point of view and a 
shared value. 
          He was much loved and is sorely missed. Montana’s 
workingmen and women along with his many friends and 
his family honor his memory and his accomplishments. He 
lived a full life. A life of purpose, significance and 
fulfillment. A meaningful life. He was Montana’s Jim 
Murry. 
 
John Forkan – Plumbers & Fitters, former State Fed Executive Board 
I remember the first time I ever met Jim Murry.  He 
was one of those individuals that when you first met him, 
you knew you would never forget him!  I was working in 
Colstrip, Montana, as a pipefitter/welder during the 
construction phases on the #3 and #4 power house units in 
the early 1980’s, and attended a massive worker’s rally out 
on the highway coming into Colstrip. 
The main speaker of that event was the Executive 
Secretary of the Montana State AFL-CIO, Jim Murry!  As I 
listened to him speak, I remember being both amazed and 
impressed how he could captivate, excite, and hold the 
attention of the audience.  Little did I know at that point in 
time, that about 5 years later, I would be serving as an 
Executive Board member of the Montana State AFL-CIO, 
under the leadership and direction of Executive Secretary 
Jim Murry! 
I enjoyed a front-row seat in the Montana Labor 
Movement, watching Jim rally workers for many, many 
issues important and vital to the betterment of and for, the 
best interests of workers of Montana.  From instructions and 
directions during Executive Board meetings, to anti Right-
to-Work rallies across the state, to testimonies at a multitude 
of Legislative hearings, and his involvement in every aspect 
of Montana worker issues, Jim was the voice, the face, and 
the leader of the Montana Labor Movement! 
Many labor leaders have come and gone in 
Montana’s labor history, but none will compare to the 
commitment, the dedication, and the loyalty to the Montana 
Labor Movement as was demonstrated by Jim Murry!  Rest 
in Peace, Brother Jim!! 
 
Dan Freund – former teacher, coach & head of Montana High School Association 
I first got to know Jim in the 5th or 6th grade when 
he transferred to my grade school. From then on through 
Junior High and High School we became best friends! (Jim 
had many best friends!)  
The first of many pranks he pulled on me was in 
junior high basketball!  Jim wasn't getting to play a lot! I 
was a big time gum chewer! Awhile before game time he 
gave me some Chiclets (I thought).  Jim played a lot that 
night as I spent more time in the bathroom than on the floor 
as I had chewed an entire box Fenamin tablets (a laxative). 
Many pranks and years later I was in Laurel 
coaching the Glasgow Scotties and had a few hours before 
game time so I went to visit Jim! He invited me to the corral 
to feed something, I of course had on my bright Scotty sport 
coat! The first thing I saw was a big bull staring at me! 
Murry assured me the bull was color blind.  I made several 
laps inside that corral before setting the world high jump 
record to clear the 8 foot high corral fence. Jim wanted 
recognition for being my coach! And he finally did admit 
that it was a different bull that was color blind!  
And that was my good friend!  May Jim Rest in 
Peace.  
 
David “Spike” Fuller – Former Democratic  Party Executive Secretary,                                    
County Commissioner, State Senator & Commissioner of Labor 
For 52 years, starting with the 1968 “Pay More, 
What For” election of Governor Forrest Anderson, Jim 
Murry and I stood side-by-side fighting the battles to make 
things better for Montana’s working men and women and 
their families and to make things better for the least among 
us.  Better wages and benefits, unemployment and workers 
compensation protections, safe workplaces and the right to 
organize into Unions were battles worth fighting for in 1968 
and remain so today.  Jim Murry never stopped fighting 
those fights and I was proud to be in that people’s army with 
him.  Good education for the children of Montana workers, 
a clean and healthful environment for all, and places to fish, 
hunt and camp and enjoy the quality of life Montana offers 
were always worth the effort.  And if you were in service to 
those causes with Jim Murry you had to be willing to work 
long and hard hours, be smarter and more creative than your 
opponents and be willing to test the boundaries of what 
campaign standards are thought to be.  But you also had to 
be willing to be part of a family, Jimmy Murry’s extended 
family that argued, fought, loved, laughed and celebrated 
together - win or lose – and shared a loyalty that always had 
Jim with me, from day one, on all of my campaigns for 
office. 
I could write a book about the victories, the losses 
and the high jinks.  One big laugh (today) that wasn’t so 
funny back in 1969-70 was when I was Democratic Party 
Executive Secretary, the same position Jim held at the State 
Fed.  We worked so closely together that we were 
constantly at each other’s offices. In those days of land line 
phones, we came up with the idea of having each other’s 
main phone line terminate at both of our offices, allowing 
us to answer calls as if we were always at our own 
office.  Great idea, we thought until, after a mix up at 
Mountain Bell, the phone book (then the communications 
bible) came out and embarrassingly had the AFL-CIO’s 
number listed as the number for the Democratic Party 
headquarters.  Boy, did that provide fodder for our 
opponents!  We laughed hard about that episode, like so 
many others, for 50+ years, but it wasn’t so funny at the time 
when the press was looking for an explanation. 
Jimmy, Montana misses you and Arlene as do all 
of your extended family.  I thank you for the visits and the 
care and concern in recent years.  I’ll be seeing you again 
soon when we can laugh and scratch together on the other 
side. 
 
Jim Goetz - Attorney 
Jim Murry called me when he was in trouble—of 
the criminal kind. I was asked to come to Helena. Because 
the press was hounding him, I was directed to come into 
the crappy old building that they called headquarters—
through the basement door—in stealth. I think his more 
presentable, civil attorney who (if memory serves, was Pat 
McKittrick), was allowed to enter upstairs through the 
front door.  
 Jim was apparently being investigated by the then-
Republican U.S. Attorney for a claim that some federal 
grant funds were being misused for political purposes.  
 When he and his co-conspirators, Candy and Judge 
and the others, explained the problem, I quickly realized this 
was “good trouble” of the kind engaged in by the late civil 
rights icon, John Lewis. After much discussion, Jim 
proclaimed our legal theme would be a “flex defense”—a 
doctrine unknown to the common law and one that I had not 
studied in law school or heard of since, except in broadcasts 
of Minnesota Vikings games. I tried to explain that he was 
not the lawyer, I was. But his overbearing Trumpian 
personality (he would hate the comparison) carried the day. 
So, I struggled to lend some legal credence to the concept 
of the “flex defense.” Thankfully there was no indictment, 
and Jim and his co-conspirators returned to their good work.  
 Later, at Jim’s retirement roast, I explained that I 
tried to keep that always garrulous mouth shut. I jokingly 
referred to him, when he encountered the Feds, as “motor-
mouth Murry.” If they would let him off, he promised to 
inform them where Jimmy Hoffa was buried.  
 I miss him. He was a titan of the Montana political 
scene—one of the few visionaries who understood that 
protecting the environment and fostering jobs are fully 
compatible. Montana is a better place because of Jim.  
 
Jim Gransbery – retired from Billings Gazette after 30 years in newsroom. 
Jim Murry was intense when it came to fighting for 
workers’ rights and benefits. He spent his life doing it. He 
always made note of 
the fact that when 
working people were 
doing well, the whole 
community was doing 
well.  
And, he had 
a very hearty laugh. 
A story I 
wrote in the spring of 




February 1989, a 
wedge of Arctic air 
descended on 
Montana. For several 
days the daytime 
highs were in the -20s 
and nighttime temps 
were in the -30s. Heavy winds pushed the wind-chill factors 
much lower. Livestock producers worked around the clock 
to provide feed and water for their herds. The bulls were in 
separate fields at that time of year and were basically last in 
line for any amenities, such as straw, to lay down on. 
It was the collateral damage that grabbed Jim’s 
attention. In mid-May, my front page story “Cold left many 
bulls useless” described the losses suffered by cattlemen in 
southwestern Montana in the Dillon area and the Big Hole 
Valley and central Montana. Some ranchers lost 50-70 
percent of their herd sires whose virility was frozen in the 
cold. They had to be replaced quickly because bulls are 
usually turned out in late May to early June. Range bulls at 
that time cost $1,200 to $2,200 a head so it was no small 
loss (money wise) to replace the breeding stock. 
Slaughter bulls were selling for about 58 cents a 
pound, so the loss to the rancher was not total but surely was 
to the bulls. 
Later that year at a labor gathering in Billings, 
Gazette business writer Paul Holley and I attended to report 
on what was on the minds of union leaders in south central 
Montana. 
Jim spotted us visiting with folks and approached 
us with a bellowing laugh, punching the air with his index 
finger as he repeated the headline over my story. His 
rendition of the headline was not quite as neutral as that 
which appeared in The Gazette. It was much more in 
keeping with the blunt language of labor leaders and 
cowboys. Something like blue bulls freezing their balls off. 
That inspired other descriptive jokes about the cold during 
Montana winters. There was a grand round of laughter led 
by the howling of Jim Murry. He complimented me for the 
“sensitive” manner in which I wrote the story. 
He added that my story was the best he had ever 
read in the Gazette, which wasn’t true, but reflected his 
opinion of the paper at the time whose publisher was not a 
friend of labor unions of any kind. 
I miss Jim’s intensity at time when we really need 
it here in Montana and the country at large. And, we could 
use more of his laughter. 
 
Norm Grosfield – former head of Montana Workers’ Compensation  
"Norm, quit reading those law books, I don't want 
to be told what I can't do."  That was my introduction to 
James Murry during my first job as a lawyer after law 
school, while working as part of the Governor's office 
starting in July of 1971.  I was assigned to work on labor 
matters as part of the executive reorganization effort started 
under Governor Forrest Anderson. 
During this progressive era in state government a 
number of labor related laws were passed improving the 
lives of working people.  I worked closely with Jim in 
drafting and lobbying efforts in passing the collective 
bargaining law for government employees during the 1973 
legislative session, along with a number of bills relating to 
improvements in the Unemployment Compensation Act, 
occupational safety laws, and the Workers' Compensation 
Act.  Jim was a master in rallying the troops to obtain 
improvement in such laws.  Often times the House and 
Senate chamber seats would be filled with labor union 
membership from all parts of the state when significant 
votes were taking place on such legislation.  
In the early 1970's, the workers compensation 
"scandal" became big news.  An investigation into the 
problems at the Division of Workers' Compensation was 
initiated by Jim as a result of concerns he had regarding how 
the workers' compensation system was being administered.  
The result was a major criminal investigation in which a 
number of people were charged and also resulted in a 
complete change in the operations of the system.  The 
changes included legislation separating the operations of the 
State Compensation Insurance Fund from the regulatory 
functions of the Department of Labor and Industry, and the 
creation of the Workers' Compensation Court. 
 Jim had such a large part to play in improving the 
lives of working people through legislation substantially 
improving labor related matters.  I didn't stop reading law 
books and "trying" to advise Jim about things I didn't 
believe the law would allow.  I did think at times he did take 
my advice, but when we would meet well after his 
retirement, he would ask "are you still reading those law 
books" in the subtle context of don't let the law get in the 
way of progress.  Jim was one great guy, and there will 
never be another like him. 
 
Phil Grossberg - former co-worker of Arlene Murry at The Globe 
The Hidden Hero of the Murry Clan…..Arlene 
Rowlan Murry….what an incredible woman. She was a 
loving wife, a caring mother (and grandmother), a hard-
working professional and a very dear friend. Some might 
say “A woman before her time”… strong willed, 
independent and always able to balance the demands of her 
professional life and the demands of her loving family. She 
was the glue that kept the family together. 
I first met Arlene almost 50 years ago…August 
1972. We worked together, laughed together and cried 
together for 15 years and remained friends for another 30 
years. I can almost still see the expression on her face when 
this “hippie” with a big Afro (long gone) and full beard 
(now grey) walked through the side door of The Globe into 
the women’s department where Arlene stood looking up the 
stairs. I think the expression on her face was something 
like….oh my god what are we going to do now! Well, what 
we did was become a team that helped manage a small 
business with a focus on customer service and tried to help 
make Helena’s downtown business district stronger. Until 
the bitter end, we stuck together. 
It seems appropriate to share a couple of short 
stories I still muse over to highlight Alene’s “hidden” 
strengths and weaknesses. As with all businesses, but 
especially for small independent business, it’s important to 
provide a “personal” shopping experience. We always 
wanted to greet all of our customers by name. Well, 
unfortunately for me, I had a hard time remembering some 
names, even though I “knew” the customer. Arlene to the 
rescue! I would excuse myself for a minute when helping 
the customer, find Arlene, who would then peak around the 
corner and give me their name. She could remember all of 
our regular customers’ names. It was wonderful! I can’t 
count the number of times she “rescued” me! Thanks 
Arlene. 
But of course, we all have some “weaknesses.” 
Few things could shake Arlene, BUT one thing Arlene 
didn’t deal well with was mice! I happened to find a really 
realistic rubber mouse and, not one to miss an opportunity 
to “rattle” my dear friend’s “cage”, I decided to hide it in 
her desk drawer. Well….when I heard her scream while on 
the other side of the store….I knew Arlene had opened her 
desk drawer! I’m not sure she ever forgave me for that little 
prank, but I think she did. (We laughed many times 
“reliving” that morning.) 
Behind every great man is a great woman making 
sure he is 
able to get 
the job 




Viv Hammill – retired Counsel & Chief of Staff to Governor Schweitzer &                                         
Chief Counsel at Office of Commissioner of Higher 
Education 
I dearly miss Jim Murry. He was my personal 
soothsayer. Maybe it was because we shared the same 
February 6th birthday that he could read my mind.  So many 
times I’d be working on an issue or trying to research and 
confirm an event in the records room at the Montana 
Historical Society archives and my cell phone would ring.  
Jim would be on the line and ask how I was and was it a 
good time to catch up.  It always was a good time to talk to 
Jim because I knew no matter what we discussed ultimately 
he would delight me with a great story from his past.  
Amazingly he had a perfect score for always guessing 
exactly what I was working on based on where I was or the 
current news cycle.  
He could always 
help me by adding 
great context to my 
legal research.   
We 





and that always 
was an adventure.  Which booth or table were we going to 
take in the diner was based on Jim’s initial sighting of folks 
who were friendly and others who - well let’s just say they 
had history with Jim.  Of course, Jim was always the 
quintessential gentleman whether friend or foe came over to 
talk.  
Jim lived such a large and adventurous life fighting 
for good paying union jobs with benefits for folks and he 
taught me many lessons through his stories about that fight.  
I’m sure he is still telling stories and I’m sure that I’ll always 





Hal Harper - Former Speaker of the Montana House,                                                             
30 year legislator, Schweitzer Policy Director 
Boss Jim Murry: Workers were ambushed years 
ago by misnamed “right to work” laws adopted in the 
circle of frontier states surrounding Montana.  Yet, if there 
is a single reason why Montana hasn’t joined that rogue 
posse, and has remained an island of worker’s rights, it is 
because the Montana AFL-CIO’s Jim Murry rode for a 
different brand: the workers.  
     Folks loved to call him “Boss,” not simply out of often 
begrudging respect for his position or skills, but also 
because you knew it did not go to his head.  One seldom felt 
“ordered” by Jim to do something, because his special way 
of stating the task just made you want to do it. 
     As a true labor leader, Jim was not simply concerned 
with jobs, benefits, compensation, or membership.  He 
understood the whole of the human worker, including the 
family, working and living conditions, citizen rights, as well 
as the environment as a whole.  He quickly discovered 
which leaders and legislators shared his views, and most 
importantly, he made sure they knew he would not only 
stand with them on that era’s progressive issues, when the 
political bullets started flying, he would also take direct hits 
for them and lead under fire. 
     Once, during a tough legislative session, a rival labor 
leader was trying to force Jim’s hand to support invasion of 
Montana’s fairly new Coal Tax Trust Fund, enacted wisely 
and unselfishly by voters to share the value of a small 
portion of non-renewable coal resources with future 
generations of Montanans.  The bill was a clever trap, 
designed by corporate lobbyists intent on cracking open a 
trust fund they had always wanted to raid, and at the same 
time weakening labor unity under Jim.  Some members of 
that particular union undoubtedly knew they were making a 
Faustian bargain with the very forces almost always 
opposed to them on all other labor issues, but the illusory 
“promise” was one of more jobs. 
     Many of us legislators had fought hard and campaigned 
proudly for the Coal Trust.  We had also always strongly 
supported union and worker rights and were now sickened 
by the some worker support the bill seemed to be 
generating.  Most felt that Jim, as head of the AFL-CIO 
fellowship, would have no choice but to join this effort. 
     But when I approached Jim saying “I understand what 
immense pressure you must be under,” he laughed and said: 
“We always stick with our friends, Hal!”  That struck me 
like a bolt of lightning!  This was not even a close call for 
Jim Murry!  We were family, and that “long-term horizon 
view” became bedrock for me and many progressive 
compatriots. We were family! 
     We so need that family belief and assurance right now, 
coupled with action, to save the Montana we know and love!  
     Thanks, Boss.  No “right to work for less” here yet.  This 
is still the Montana you fought for, and you don’t need to 
tell us the about the job that needs to be done now! 
         (Rhonda Whiting photo from Arlee Pow Wow)
 
Rusty Harper – former State Fed employee, Montana Logging & Ballet Co. 
I had the great privilege of working with Jim Murry and 
learned some life lessons. 
1. If you are completely dedicated to a cause, you 
work long hours.  
2. If you are competing with others who oppose your 
cause, you have to outwork and outthink your 
opponents. Jim was amazing at this. 
3. Politics is a matter of perception. The key to 
perception is controlling the dialogue. As Jim said 
several times, “If you let me ask the question, I 
don’t care who gives the answer.” 
4. He taught us by example no matter how bad the 
situation or how slim the odds of victory, humor is 
the grease that keeps the wheels turning. 
Others can address the serious side of this giant 
whose amazing intelligence and ability got people to do the 
right thing for working people. His humor was a big part of 
his appeal to those of us who loved him. 
Jim was always telling stories, often about his own 
growing up and learning from the union in Laurel. He was 
a riveting story-teller about the hardships and heartaches, 
joys and victories of working people. 
Jim loved to play practical jokes. Don Judge was 
often the target of those jokes, and he gave it back to Jim as 
good as he got it. Jim never took things personally when we 
played jokes on him.  
Once, investigative reporter Steve Shirley was on 
the trail of an issue which included some allegations about 
Jim. When Jim was in Denver for a meeting, we called him 
on April 1. With input from the whole office, I had written 
a faux “news article” in Steve Shirley’s professional style 
which outlined some serious revelations in court about Jim, 
(all of which we made up).  We were all listening on the line 
when I read the bogus story to Jim, early in the morning. At 
the end, Jim was very silent until he finally said, “Oh my 
God.” Then we all shouted “April Fools!” Jim was quiet for 
a moment that seemed like an hour, then broke into the 
biggest laugh of relief. “I’ll get you all,” he shouted, but he 
later admitted it was one of best April Fools jokes ever.  
Laughter in the face of hardships helps drain the 
fear from them. A leader who can do that is someone you 
can follow into the everyday battles for justice with a smile 
on your face. He did. We did. 
 
Jerry Holloron - former Lee Bureau reporter 
I met Jim shortly after arriving in Helena for my 
new job with the Lee State Bureau some 50 years ago. We 
were in a downtown Helena bar. Imagine me, a skinny, oh-
so-green kid from the Bitterroot, meeting a real, live labor 
leader who then spent an hour trying to convince me to do a 
story about some labor bill in the Legislature. I fended him 
off, successfully I thought, until he delivered a threat along 
the lines of “bashing my head in” unless I did the story he 
was peddling. 
Yeah, he was laughing and kidding me. But it took 
a while for me to be convinced of that, and awhile more to 
realize that Jim was one of the leaders who made Montana 
such an exciting place in the 1960s and 70s. He was a 
tireless and successful leader of the labor and progressive 
movements. 
Jim Murry was a very good man, who never shied 
away from fighting the Good Fight.  
 
Darrell Holzer - former State Fed Political Director 
I have so many great memories with Brother 
Murry that it's hard to single just one out.  But, one of my 
favorite recollections is traveling with Jimmy, with me 
dressed in the “Ralphie the Rat” suit, wherever workers had 
a grievance.  One particular overriding memory is the time 
during a labor dispute at the Cenex refinery in 
Laurel.  Jimmy and Ralphie arrived in unique fashion - in a 
helicopter piloted and owned by Gerhardt Blaine - where we 
were ceremonially greeted by hundreds of brothers & sisters 
and their supporters.  Soon after, the labor dispute was 
resolved. 
 
Julie Holzer - Retired OCAW/USW 
Jim was my Brother. I was his Sister. Of course not 
in the literal way but in a way cherished by union women 
and men. We were both members of our heritage union, 
Pioneer Local 2-443 of the Oil, Chemical, and Atomic 
Workers Union. Our local represented the hourly workers at 
the Laurel Cenex refinery now renamed the CHS refinery.  
Jim was a second generation member of our union. 
Jim’s father, Boyd “Curly” Murry was a founding member 
of our union. Oil Workers International Union, CIO, 
Pioneer Local 443 was chartered in 1940 and Curly’s name 
is on the charter. It was the first OWIU local in Montana. 
Seeking union recognition in the late 1930s would have 
been a daunting undertaking. Even though the passage of 
the National Labor Relations Act in 1935 affirmed worker’s 
rights to organize and bargain collectively, the National 
Labor Relations Board, which was meant to enforce 
worker’s rights under the new law, was still in political flux.  
Curly and his fellow workers worked at The 
Independent Refining Company which began operating in 
Laurel in 1935. It was processing 5000 barrels per day with 
90 employees. The refineries in Billings hadn’t been built 
yet. (I am confident that Curly and his union brothers played 
a key role organizing the Billings refinery workers.) 
 For Curly and his fellow workers the decision to 
petition Independent for union recognition in 1939-40 
would have been hard. The United States was struggling to 
emerge from the depression where unemployment was 
around 20% and industrial production fell 32%. Hitler was 
on the move. Union organizers all over the country were 
beaten and harassed. Most importantly these men had 
families who depended on them. In the face of this, the 
Independent Refinery workers decided to form a union. The 
final straw was when Independent used some fancy 
arithmetic to skirt the wage and hour law. The Montana CIO 
Council lent the workers a hand and steered them towards 
the OWIU.  
One of my fondest memories was the time Jim told 
me of the story the night the workers signed the petition 
seeking recognition from Independent. It would have been 
fraught with risk. Jim said that Curly and the workers 
decided to meet in a garage owned by one of the members. 
He said they parked their cars in different locations so that 
the company would be unaware of the meeting. Jim said 
their demand for recognition was signed in a circle so that 
the company couldn’t identify who the leaders were. Oh, 
how I would love to sit down with Jim and Curly and shoot 
the breeze. Curly went on to become president and the first 
delegate of Pioneer Local 443 to the OWIU Convention. 
Local 443 was a consistent leader in District Two Political 
Action Committee contributions.  
Jim was 5 years old when our union was chartered. 
He must have grown up understanding and believing that 
“the longer the picket line the shorter the strike” and that 
“an injury to one is an injury to all.”  
Thank you, Curly and Jim, for building a local 
union that was progressive and democratic enough to 
welcome this young woman as one of the first into its ranks 
in 1974.  
And thank you, Brother Jim, for your leadership at 
the State Fed, where you always set a place for me at the 
table as your true Union Sister.  
 
 
David Hunter – former campaign manager, Commissioner of Labor & Budget Director 
Jim Murry was a friend, a mentor and occasionally 
an adversary.  He was the glue that held together the 
progressive movement in Montana.  Jim helped people, me 
included, even when he didn’t need to.  He helped people 
when it may not have been in his best interest.  But he built 
support and respect as he did.  When he needed help or when 
organized labor needed help many people were there 
because the support they had received from Jim.  
Jim taught me how to fight with your friends.  It is 
an important lesson that not many practice well.  As the 
Labor Commissioner under Governor Schwinden the 
administration was sometimes at odds with AFL-CIO.  I had 
occasions where my job on behalf of the administration was 
to testify on the opposite sides of legislation or disagree in 
the press with Jim and organized labor. 
When Jim was going to fight with us, he always 
called me at home the night before.  He told me why he 
thought we were wrong and that he would show up the next 
day to oppose the administration.   When he did, Jim never 
made his opposition personal.  He never vilified me or the 
Schwinden administration.  It was always about the policy, 
what was best for workers and why organized labor thought 
the policy should be different.  When the matter was over 
Jim always said, let’s go have a beer.  We are friends, we’re 
on the same side.  Let’s talk about how we work together. 
Three easy principals for fighting with your 
friends.  No surprises, no vilification of the people and 
reaffirm the friendship.   
It was a valuable lesson.  Thank you, Jim. 
 
Chuck Johnson - retired Dean of Capitol reporters 
I first dealt with Jim Murry extensively as a young 
Missoulian reporter trying to track him down late in the 
1972 campaign. He had been ducking reporters over a 
dummy political committee he’d formed to help Democrat 
John “Skeff” Sheehy in his race against Republican 
Attorney General Bob Woodahl. Jim had created a fake 
group called Montana Consumers, which printed and 
distributed 100,000 handbills. They featured a cartoon 
depicting Woodahl as a Montana Power Co. puppet and a 
villain who snatched food from the mouths of poor children 
by refusing to appeal a PSC order raising consumers’ utility 
bills. Chairing this bogus group was one Michael Murry, the 
9-year-old son of Jim and Arlene Murry. It was an attempt 
to link the phony group headed by M. Murray (there was a 
typo on the flyer) to a real consumer committee headed by 
Woodahl’s friend, Marshall Murray. Campaign laws were 
basically nonexistent then. Everyone pushed them to the 
limit, but nobody more so than Jim. His political hijinks 
weren’t enough, though, as Woodahl was re-elected by 
20,000 votes.  
Over the next 49 years, I talked to or met with Jim 
hundreds of times. There was rarely a time when he didn’t 
bring up the disputed 1972 flyer, his use of his young son as 
chairman and me trying to find him. Then he would start 
laughing so hard he practically cried.  
Jim was a giant of a man who taught us reporters 
so much about the labor movement, politics, life and work 
in the refinery town of Laurel, his wild days, his sobering 
up and his love for Arlene and their children.  
He quit ducking reporters and began returning our 
calls, even when he knew a flattering story wasn’t likely to 
follow. Arlene made him return the calls, he said. Jim said 
he learned to relate to reporters as fellow working stiffs. 
Jim struggled at keeping secrets and became one of 
Montana’s greatest tipsters. He would tell reporters most 
anything, so long as we didn’t attribute it to him. 
Sometimes, what he told us wasn’t necessarily good news 
for labor or Democrats. But Jim felt the news needed to get 
out and let the chips fall where they may.  
Jim Murry played a pivotal role as the leader of the 
Montana progressive movement that accomplished so much 
in the late 1960s and 1970s. Montana dearly misses his kind 
of leadership today. 
 
Don Judge - former Executive Secretary, Montana AFL-CIO; AFSCME 
I met and began working with Jim in 1973 while I 
was working for one of Jim’s best friends, George 
Hammond, who was then serving as Executive Director of 
AFSCME’s Montana Council #9. During the 70’s we 
walked picket lines together, attended rallies, labor schools, 
conventions and lobbied together at the Montana 
Legislature. 
Following a stint serving as George Hammond’s 
successor and actively defending Jim against an attempted 
internal coup, I was offered the job of the Director of the 
Committee on Political Education (COPE) for the State 
Federation. In early 1980 Jim and I took a road trip together 
to attend meetings in Kalispell where we discussed my 
leaving AFSCME and joining the Montana State AFL-CIO. 
I accepted Jim’s offer and for the next 11 years I worked 
alongside Jim as an employee, friend and confidant. We 
traveled together, ate together, shared motel rooms together 
(an entirely different experience for me), plotted together 
and laughed together. 
There are a great many stories about Jim’s 
leadership, his exploits, the battles engaged with employers, 
lobbyists and politicians. Many more stories can be shared 
about Jim’s relationships with his peers, his travels abroad 
and his influence on the American and international labor 
movements. 
Jim shared his family with his friends and his staff 
and many members of the next generation were born and 
grew up during his time at the State Fed.  In spite of his well-
deserved reputation for being a workaholic, he was devoted 
to the love of his life, Arlene, and his large and growing 
family. He was a practical joker who loved to torment his 
enemies and prank his friends. Jim, other members of his 
staff and I were often engaged in his “getting even” antics. 
I could share these stories but I want to let folks 
know what drove Jim to pursue his career. Briefly, and 
bluntly, it was his love for his family and the American 
worker. Jim believed deeply in leaving the world a better 
place for his children, his grandchildren and those of every 
other working American. 
When, after 26 years in 1991, Jim left the State 
Federation to pursue a new labor-connected career, he cast 
his support for me to serve as his successor. And as we 
lunched together before his final departure he confided in 
me that although he would always be available should I 
want his advice or counsel, he would avoid involving 
himself in any internal conflicts within the Federation.  Jim 
kept his word and we remained fast friends throughout my 
tenure and long after both of us had departed our roles in the 
active labor movement. 
Jim was my employer, my mentor and most 
important, my friend. He is missed. 
 
Patti Prinkki Keebler, former political staffer with State Fed,                                               
Montana Democratic Party & Governor Schweitzer  
I was a young kid from rural Montana when I was 
hired as a secretary at the Montana State AFL-CIO. I’m sure 
being related to Linda and Evan Barrett helped, because 
that’s the way Jim’s world worked. It was my first full-time 
job, and I quickly found out it was more than shorthand and 
typing -- It was about loyalty and friendship, hard work and 
sacrifice, and being able to belly laugh in the hellish times.  
There were hellish times, with federal investigators 
taking up camp in the office and grand juries called down 
on Jim by President Ronald Reagan. There were pistol-
packing corporate-friendly thugs, one or two mobsters, 
tough financial times, and sides always being drawn. He 
was too liberal for some, too conservative for others. What 
we as staff saw was just part of what Jim endured. He 
answered the home phone in the middle of the night to hear 
death threats. Once, the wheels on his car were loosened 
enough so the tires were about to fall off once he was on the 
road. He was called “Boss Murry” by a gubernatorial 
candidate in an effort to sully labor’s political endorsement 
of his opponent.  
And yet, Jim laughed. The tougher the times, the 
more he laughed and coaxed us to join in, and the harder we 
fought back against the anti-unionists. He used the “Boss 
Murry” tag to raise money for labor’s political efforts. He 
turned every negative news story into a reason to keep 
going, to fight harder, to be more creative. He never shied 
away at telling unions as well as the national AFL-CIO of 
the difficulties we faced, internally and externally.  Montana 
labor benefited from his honesty. 
Jim was made for tough times, and yet right there, 
under the skin, lived a deep and abiding love of each other, 
friendship and acknowledgement of sacrifices.  This wasn’t 
unique to Jim, but was fostered and encouraged by him. 
Many times, I watched as unionists – those tough leaders in 
the building trades, plants, mines and mills,  waitresses, 
cleaners and cooks, workers from the institutions and 
degreed members alike – cried giant tears while singing 
“Solidarity Forever,” labor’s hymn.  
I am lonely for Jim. I will always be lonely for him. 
How extraordinarily lucky I was to be present for these 
grand labor and political battles. How extraordinarily lucky 
I am to still be nudged by Jim into the political fray. 
Democracy is worth it. We can’t let Jim down.  
 
Dan Kemmis – former Speaker of Montana House, former Mayor of Missoula 
Citizen Jim Murry: I knew Jim throughout my 
legislative career.  Not surprisingly, I came to know him 
better (and work with him more closely) when I moved into 
leadership in the House of Representatives in the early 
1980’s.  When I think back on those days now, and on Jim’s 
role in them, and view that picture through the lens of 
today’s suffering democracy, what stands out for me is not 
so much Jim’s overriding and unfailing commitment to the 
cause of working people, which was nothing less than 
legendary.   
But what is most remarkable to me now is that Jim 
could fight so effectively for an important cause, giving no 
quarter to his powerful and savvy opponents -- and yet do it 
in a way that maintained genuine respect among those hard-
bitten adversaries.  The result was that Jim won some big 
fights (and lost some, too), but most important he left behind 
a body politic that was stronger and healthier than when he 
entered the fray.   
That kind of profound democratic citizenship has 
become a rarity in our deeply divisive time.  I admire Jim 
for practicing that kind of citizenship, and I believe he will 
serve as a model for many future generations of Montanans. 
 
Jim Kerns - Idaho AFL-CIO President Emeritus
I met Jim Murry in the mid 1970's when I was 
elected Secretary/Treasurer of the Idaho AFL-CIO. He was 
already a legendary Labor Leader in the rocky mountains of 
the AFL-CIO. The stories I heard from and about Jim were 
Paul Bunyanesque, too good to be true or my God he really 
did that!!! The stories were all true when he talked about 
representing workers and fighting for them at/on the job site 
or in Helena or Washington DC. He always had a good joke 
to tell anyone who would listen.  For example: 
In Jim's final years as the Executive officer of the Montana 
State AFL-CIO, he was driving home after a long day of 
meetings with Union members to enjoy a hot dog with 
Arlene on their Anniversary when he spotted a large frog in 
the middle of the road. Jim, ever the environmentalist, 
pulled over to help this frog off the road.  As he approached 
the frog he heard "pick me up".  Not believing his ears Jim 
said, "Is that the frog talking to me?" 
The frog looked up at Jim and said "Pick me up and kiss me 
and I will turn into the most beautiful woman you have ever 
seen." 
Jim picked up the frog and put it into his shirt pocket.  
The frog yelled at Jim, "Did you hear what I said. Kiss me 
and I will turn into a beautiful woman who will adore you 
and love you!" 
Jim said, “Nah, I'm on way home to my beautiful wife and 
a hot dog and I want to tell her that I do have some 
interesting and off-the-wall days but I can’t wait to show 
her my talking frog." 
Jim and Arlene are forever in our memories. 
      Jim was a visionary labor leader and one of his 
visions was educating rank file local labor leaders and 
members and the result was the Rocky Mountain Labor 
School, now known as the Grace Carroll Rocky Mountain 
Labor School. This school was the first of its kind in the 
United States for educating Union members of their rights 
and responsibilities.  What made the labor school unique 
was it was totally financed and operated by the trade unions 
of the 8 Rocky Mountain AFL-CIO State Federations. 
      If my memory is correct, Brother Jim Murry's 
passing marks the last of the founding State Federation 
officers.  His legacy lives on in the school and a fitting 
testimony to Jim and the eight leaders of Labor of 
yore would be for a full representation from Montana to 
attend the next Labor school. Hopefully in 2022 in person. 
Solidarity! 
 
Tom Kimmell – former State Fed staffer and conscience of progressive movement 
Most all of what I learned about politics was from 
Jim Murry.  And the most valuable lesson was something 
he told me in 1987: “If you are going to work in politics, 
you have to be in it for the cause.  
Because sooner or later every 
politician will break your heart.” 
This was in no way a 
blanket condemnation of political 
leaders.  Jim’s friends came from 
all walks of life, but it’s fair to say 
most of his deepest and lasting 
connections were with those who 
worked in the political arena.  They ran the gamut from the 
most powerful elected officials and interest group leaders in 
the country to Democratic precinct committee members and 
the retired recording secretary of a county central trades and 
labor council.   
Nor was this an observation borne out of cynicism.   
Jim went to his grave an idealist, but he had a philosopher’s 
understanding of the imperfectability of our species.  
Humans are remarkably flawed creatures, and politics is a 
messy business.  Tough decisions have to be made, often 
with incomplete or bad information. Hubris is rampant.  
Compromise a fact.  The law of unintended consequences is 
as immutable as the law of 
gravity. 
But to be a liberal 
you have to believe in 
human progress, if not 
perfectibility.   
So, you fight to get 
just a little closer to that 
ideal of a just and fair world.  
For Jim – as for so many of 
us fortunate enough to be his friend – politics is the vehicle 
we chose to try and bring about needed social change.   You 
work with those with the power to make change happen.  
You make friendships.  Fall in love.
And your heart keeps getting broken.  Sometimes 
it will heal.  Other times you can’t fix the damage. 
But you keep going because Jim kept going.  
You’re in it for the cause. 
Jay Kohn - Anchor Emeritus, Montana Television Network 
Big Jim Murry. My best Jim Murry story has 
nothing to do with the world of news and labor unions.  
The year was 1979, and I was broadcasting the 
Helena Bengals/Great Falls Bison basketball game from 
Great Falls on a late Friday afternoon.   
I had spotted Jim in the crowd earlier, and asked 
him if he could join me as my guest at halftime.  The 
legislature was in session and he would make for a good 
timely interview.  At first he declined, but eventually he 
agreed to do it. 
I was unaware that Jim had skipped out of a 
legislative hearing that afternoon so he could go watch his 
son play for the Bengals.   
Of course, once he joined me on the radio his cover 
was blown.   His colleagues discovered the real truth as to 
why he was a no show at that Capital hearing, and 
apparently they never let him forget about it. 
It was "the" story he would recall each time he'd 
see me.   Just two years ago, when we reconnected for the 
first time in some twenty years, it was the first story he 
mentioned. 
We laughed and laughed and laughed.  His laugh 
was contagious. 
The point is Jim Murry would do anything for you, 
especially if he liked you...and for some reason he liked me.  
He was 
accessible, never 
dodged the tough 
questions, and 
would always 
make time for the media, even when it meant blowing his 
alibi for missing an important legislative hearing.   
He stood up for hard work, hard workers and 
loyalty.  He was old school, honest and loved to share a good 
story.    
I feel blessed to have known him and to call him a 
friend.  He will be missed, but his legacy lives on.  Rest in 
Peace, Jim. 
 
Tom Kotynski - Retired Associate Editor & Capitol Bureau reporter, Great Falls Tribune                    
I grew up in the blue collar, labor union dominated 
Calumet Region of Northwest Indiana and the southeast 
side of Chicago and its suburbs: steel country. 
The region’s union leaders were political princes, 
and the unions worked hand-in-glove with organized crime 
and corrupt machine politics.  
As a young reporter beginning his newspaper 
career there more than 50 years ago I became acquainted 
with these labor “bosses” and their methods which served 
their own political power and personal wealth rather than 
the worker.   I was a Steelworkers union member while 
working my way through college. 
When I went to work for the Great Falls Tribune’s 
Capitol Bureau in Helena (1973-81) it didn’t surprise me 
that Montana’s labor leader Jim Murry was sometimes 
called “Boss,” and that his big, physical appearance recalled 
his days as a brawler. 
But any comparisons to the Calumet Region union 
bosses were quickly dispelled as I covered Murry and got to 
know him. 
Working without the safety net of even a pension, 
Murry wasn’t about personal wealth, and the political power 
he garnered was truly on behalf of the worker. 
Murry was as accessible and affable as labor 
bosses back in Gary and East Chicago were sealed off by 
goons and impossible to interview. 
Murry’s power came from his folksy storytelling, 
his gift for persuasion, and his ability to forge coalitions. 
The dominance of the Democratic Party during his 
tenure as AFL-CIO president derived from a coalition that 
included labor, farmers and environmentalists.  While parts 
of labor fought environmental reforms, Murry’s AFL-CIO 
cooperated and compromised on the landmark legislation 
we now consider Montana’s New Progressive Era. 
My first encounters with Murry were during the 
Workman’s Comp Scandal where lawyers, doctors and the 
state Work Comp administrator colluded to defraud workers 
of their work-related injuries’ settlements.  He was a leader 
in the reform of the state system to prevent this from 
happening again, and he was a regular tipster to Tribune 
about the corruption.  Murry was very smart about how to 
play the press. 
After more than 20 years as Montana’s labor leader 
he left for a position with the U.S. Steelworkers Union in 
my Calumet Region.  While he was there I would have 
occasional contact with him and we loved to reconnect 
about Montana and about the work he was doing there. 
He spoke about his friendship and work with Ed 
Sadlowski, the legendary upstart steelworker who led a 
union reform movement.  His friendship with Sadlowski 
figured. Even living away from Montana, he was still 
fighting for the worker. 
 
Celinda Lake – native Montanan and national pollster 
I first met Jim in 1982 when I was an organizer for 
the Montana Democratic Party.  He was an amazing mentor 
and role model. Jim had a tremendous vision of a coalition 
across progressive issues. He fought hard for women's 
issues and the environment as well as labor issues. Jim also 
always treated women as equals and respected us in 
politics.  He was such a good man, person and leader. I will 
be forever grateful for his help and friendship.  
 
Joe Lamson – former Democratic Party Executive Secretary, staffer for Pat Williams,  
Linda McCullough, Govs Schweitzer & Bullock; 3-time  Reapportionment Commissioner 
In the summer of 1974 Laurie and I had the great 
good fortune to find ourselves with new jobs in Helena, 
Montana.  Change was in the air.  A new peoples’ 
Constitution had passed.  And at the center the whirlwind 
blowing across the state was our friend Jim. 
Jim was a gifted political coalition builder.  He 
boiled politics down to its most elemental components.  
Basically, any enemy of an enemy of organized labor was a 
potential ally for a better Montana.   
A generation of young politicos learned our 
Montana politics from and working with Jim.  Together we 
experienced the joy and exhilaration of long shot victories 
and the pain and disappointments of hard fought losses. 
And of course, Jim was always a master prankster.  
This quality often totally baffled his opponents and was a 
source of constant “amusement” for his friends and family.   
Even though the issues were always serious, Jim had a deep 
appreciation for the power of humor and the fart joke. 
He genuinely loved using humor in his political 
strategies.  More importantly he used it to make long days 
and nights of campaigns and legislatures not only bearable 
but a lot of just plain fun. You never could run into Jim 
without soon finding yourself hurting from the laughter 
from past exploits together. 
But when I think of Jim, I think of many hours 
spent riding in fast union made cars crisscrossing the 
incredible landscapes of Montana.  No phones then, just 
hours available for uninterrupted “plotting,” and plot we 
did. 
Too often those drives involved honoring a 
departed dear friend and veterans of the “good fights.”  It 
was at those celebrations you saw another whole side of Jim.  
The genuine warmth and respect everyday Montanans felt 
for Arlene and Jim always shone through.  The Montana 
family Jim built stretched to every corner of the state from 
the seats of political power to our humblest neighborhoods. 
Thank you, Arlene and Jim.  Montana is a better 
place for your many good works large and small.  
We miss you dearly but always with a smile.
 
Bill Lombardi – former State Fed staff, Tester staff & Lee reporter 
The first thing most people noticed about Jim 
Murry was his laugh. 
Emanating from the Grand Canyon of his burly 
barrel chest, his laugh was contagious, operatic in timbre 
and would shake staid office walls and startle the deer 
munching lazily on Helena’s manicured lawns. 
That sincere belly laugh would go on for what 
seemed like minutes. People would look up from their 
crossword puzzles, steaming pasties smothered in gravy and 
clanking manual typewriters and wonder, “Who is that man, 
and why does he laugh like that?” 
That was my favorite part of Jim -- he loved to 
laugh, and, when he was with you, he made you laugh, too. 
It was a laugh born of hard times and hard work, 
and hard-won. That laugh reflected his love of everything 
within his reach and everything outside of his reach -- the 
ambition to make life better for working families and to hold 
the powerful and moneyed interests accountable. 
Jim, of course, had his soft side. But he also was 
prescient in understanding that the working world around 
him and his brothers and sisters in the labor movement were 
changing under his feet. 
Unknown to many was his exploration of the 
growing Wise-Use movement back in the late 1980s and 
early 1990s -- a movement that saw corporate powers, 
through money and discreet organization, infiltrate the 
working world of miners, loggers, drillers and other blue-
collar trades in an attempt to diminish the power of the 
environmental movement, regulation and organized labor, 
and increase privatization and development of natural 
resources on public lands. 
Jim saw this trend coming, and with a clarion voice 
and the power of his pedestal, he let it be known around the 
country that a loose-knit coalition of forces from around the 
nation was marshaling its forces, especially in the West, to 
dominate the political and social landscape. 
His perception of this movement and efforts to 
catalogue it and decipher its ties to right-wing interests led 
researchers and reporters to his door so he could explain to 
them -- and the public -- what was going on. 
Few remember that time, and few had the foresight 
to tie all of it together, and to see where it has led to the 
politics of today. 
But the man with that seemingly innocuous belly 
laugh knew what was going on. He not only could make you 
laugh but could make you cry about our community, state 
and country. 
I prefer his laugh. But somebody has to make you 
cry to change the world. 
 
Margie MacDonald - Former State Representative & Senator,                                          
Montana Association of Churches and Northern Plains Resource Council 
In 1980 I first crossed paths with Jim - larger than 
life and indisputably one of the most recognizable, beloved 
and respected leaders in Montana.  Unless you were the 
Montana Chamber of Commerce or a shady corporate 
lobbyist, in which case Jim was a dreaded adversary. 
Though Jim was a force, he never was puffed up or self-
important; but always down-to-earth, unpretentious, and 
friendly.  
Still, I wouldn’t want to be on the wrong side of 
Jim!  While he was charismatic, full of wit and humor, he 
was unflinching in the strength with which he faced down 
the forces of greed, corruption, and self-serving corporate 
cronyism.   
Back then I worked as an advocate for responsible 
natural resource development - strong mining reclamation 
laws, strong laws to clean up pollutants from smoke stacks, 
and socially responsible development, so construction of 
large industrial facilities didn’t lead to social and economic 
chaos in remote rural communities.  Jim knew well the 
abuses of unchecked power and he would not stand for it.  
Jim got it!  He knew we were not on the opposite 
side of workers.  If the ranchers downstream and downwind 
were protected from pollution and other impacts, the 
industrial workers’ health and families were also the better 
for it.  And clean manufacturing, mine reclamation, and the 
Clean Air Act were proven job creators - creating hundreds 
of thousands highly skilled union jobs, including miners, 
heavy equipment operators, skilled range scientists and civil 
engineers.   
Jim was never fooled by the “sky will fall” refrains 
of corporate lobbyists and executives who complained that 
investments in a cleaner, better facility and workplace 
would make their companies unprofitable. Jim understood 
that investing in a skilled and trained workforce and treating 
working people with dignity was a minimum responsibility 
of companies doing business in Montana.    
In 1981 I went before a House committee against a 
bill that would “throw obstructionists" (meaning mostly 
environmentalists) in jail for “interfering” with a 
project.  But the bill would also throw labor unions in jail if 
they pursued their rights to fair wages and safe 
workplaces.  As the only representative of the Northern 
Plains Resource Council - clearly the bill’s target – I should 
have been worried, BUT I was surrounded and supported by 
Montana labor’s finest, including Jim.  One by one they 
dismantled the ill-conceived bill. Though I was there to 
observe, I was asked a question. Shaking like a leaf, I 
managed to stand my ground and keep a steady voice.  With 
Jim and the team in rock solid opposition we killed another 
bad bill.   
I bonded with a great group of allies, many of 
whom are dear friends to this day. 
Amen to leaders like Jim and Arlene Murry - 
Godspeed on your journey to the great Labor Day picnic on 
the other side. In the immortal words of Evan Barrett and 
our friends from Butte:  Tap ‘er light, Jim and Arlene! 
 
Ian Marquand – former television news reporter and producer 
THE LIGHT-HEARTED MR. MURRY: Let me 
begin with a confession: Before I began my journalism 
career, I had virtually no contact with labor unions or union 
members. My image of organized labor was largely a 
physical stereotype: tough, powerfully-built men who 
seemed perpetually angry. (For most of my college years, 
the thought of stopping in Butte and encountering Anaconda 
Company miners made me anxious.)  
My first real contact with unions or union members 
occurred during the summer of 1977 in Great Falls. I spent 
that summer as a television news intern and covered, among 
other things, a strike by local government employees. I 
always got nervous when I’d be asked to go to the picket 
lines to get fresh images and sound. These guys didn’t seem 
to appreciate a 21-year-old college boy with frizzy hair, a 
beard and a 16mm film camera.  
By the time my career brought me to Helena in the 
mid-1980s, I knew of Jim Murry’s stature in labor and 
political circles. I saw and heard him during legislative 
sessions and gatherings of the AFL-CIO’s “brothers and 
sisters” in Helena. I’m sure I spoke to him numerous times, 
no doubt cautious in my approach to this serious, important 
and—to me, at least—intimidating figure.  
Then came a day (maybe 1988?) when I went to 
the AFL-CIO’s main office to interview Jim. The specific 
topic of my story escapes me; the visit itself remains in my 
memory.  
I had never seen Jim Murry so garrulous, so fun-
loving. He greeted me warmly and then told me to bring my 
video camera and follow him down into the bowels of the 
building where a few men sat surrounded by boxes. These, 
Jim said, were federal auditors investigating the union. They 
didn’t seem pleased to see me and my camera, but Jim said 
I was free to shoot video in his building. So I did, knowing 
that I was getting something of an exclusive while Jim was 
enjoying the auditors’ discomfort.  
Back in his office, after our interview, Jim 
wouldn’t let me leave until we’d played a round of HORSE 
with a miniature foam rubber basketball. I’ve never had an 
encounter with an important individual take such a 
delightfully light-hearted and playful turn.   
 
Linda Prinkki McCormick - life-long friend of Arlene Murry 
Arlene Murry was about as good a friend a person 
could have.  Once she got to know you, she was loyal and 
true.  As the wife of a true Montana leader, Jim Murry, I 
first met Arlene at various labor and Democratic functions. 
One time we traveled to Las Vegas together with 
Jim, Arlene, and Jim's political director and his wife.  It was 
there I discovered what a proper lady she was!  Our three 
spouses decided we should attend a show at a casino, and it 
ended up being a show where the ladies on stage ended up 
topless.  Arlene never looked up from examining her shoes 
under the table the whole time! 
Arlene was a manager at the Globe, an upscale 
men's and women's clothing store in downtown 
Helena.  Downtown Helena was thriving at the time, and I 
was a "model" along with our mutual best friend Carol 
Williams and others during lunch hours at various nice 
restaurants downtown.  I was not very outgoing, and it took 
a lot of courage for me to approach businesspeople during 
their lunch to encourage them to visit Arlene at the Globe to 
see these and other clothes.  I'm sure Carol was a lot more 
confident than I was, but I ended up looking forward to 
these "style shows."  I also ended up with a very nice 
wardrobe using the discounts that Arlene gave us to 
"model." 
Another wonderful attribute of Arlene was her 
appearance, and especially her hair.  She never seemed to 
have a hair out of place!  Well, all right, it was a wig!  She 
did later stop wearing it. 
We spent many pleasant evenings at Jim and 
Arlene's home in the valley and also at their home farther 
out on N. Montana Avenue in the foothills.  Alongside Jim, 
Arlene was always the most gracious hostess. 
I have to say that knowing Arlene Murry has 
helped make me a better person.  I can only hope I am half 





Pat McKittrick – Former Speaker of the Montana House, labor attorney 
My friend, Jim Murry was bigger than life. He 
worked tirelessly 24/7 for the common person. I had the 
privilege of working with him and others in organized labor 
to help better the lives of the middle class, the minorities, 
the low income and the poverty stricken. For example, we 
worked on litigation matters, on implementing the new 
constitution, creating the minimum wage law, improving 
unemployment laws, reforming  the workers’ compensation 
laws, fighting against age and sex discrimination, and 
promoting sound environmental laws, just to name a few. 
I had the high honor of speaking at Jim’s 
retirement ceremony, and whenever we visited, even in his 
retirement years, Jim was still interested and involved in the 
issues of the day. 
In all probability, there won’t be another person 
like Jim to pass this way again. 
I know that Arlene and the angels greeted Jim with 
open arms and welcomed him into his new home where I’m 
sure he immediately started organizing. 
 
Jason Miller – former State Fed Political Director                                                                  
Excerpts from his poem “Jimmy’s Song” 
… To lead a tribe, you must become that tribe; be around it, 
among it, in it and of it. This is shoulder work, core work, 
hip work, and soul work. Timing and energy, energy and 
timing, they hint at a rhythm beyond us, before us, ahead of 
us and for us; a leader is first a person who dares to hear to 
the wind. 
He moved among the uncomfortable people and in the 
uncomfortable places; the hard people, the rough people, the 
dirty people, the imperfect people, they hold court over 24-
hour coffee and happy hour draughts. They know that power 
is not yours to possess, not really, but yours to always share. 
To be in them, around them, among them, and of them, 
never distaining, always listening, always learning, never 
judging… 
… He came to me in a dream a few days before he passed, 
one golden hand extended from beyond his robe and death 
mask. He told me that he wouldn’t be here for long, I 
touched his dream hand and said, ‘I’m glad to have met you 
Jim, it’s been good to know you.’ ‘You too, Haircut, you 
too.’ 
 
Molly Moody – Health Care for America Now (HCAN), SEIU & Big Sky 55+ 
I met Jim Murry in his later years when I cold-
called him for a coffee meeting. I dropped the names of Pat 
Sweeney and Steve Doherty to pique his interest on a project 
to organize seniors across the state and to change the 
electoral landscape back to something he might have 
recognized.  
I had heard about Jim Murry for years, about his 
legendary leadership as a longtime fearless labor leader in 
Montana, in the good old days when the farm cooperatives 
were still alive, labor was alive, vibrant and a stable part of 
the household, not just a company name.  
We met for coffee in what turned out to be a five-
hour meeting and we didn't even get coffee. I knew I had 
found a gold mine of information. I had stumbled upon a 
spry old man, young beyond his years, who was then caring 
for his wife, Arlene. He spent most of his life away on the 
road with workers. In his later years, he spent time with 
Arlene and friends, but never stopped organizing.  
Murry amazed me with his detail and recall - 
memories on just about anyone I knew in Montana. He even 
remembered my husband’s grandfather whom I had not had 
the privilege to meet. He remembered his loyalty and the 
farm cooperatives during the heyday of Leonard Kenfield’s 
leadership at the Montana Farmers Union. And memories of 
nights spent in Billings with his brother Po playing music 
and harassing locals with fellow family members.  
Murry taught me a lot in a small period. Mostly, 
that I was on the right track and all my years of pounding 
pavement and knocking doors talking to workers was not in 
vain. He made me feel normal after me being suspicious of 
the new direction our neoliberal colleagues were carving out 
for themselves. 
Jim Murry became my regular coffee date for the 
last few years of his life. We had countless lunches as he 
held court at Perkin’s eating his famous potato pancakes. I 
miss him daily and often talk to him, seeking for advice or 
I let him know about all the new crazy things that have 
surfaced in politics or beyond. He would be smiling today 
and hoping someone is plotting the next prank or political 
move.  
I’m saddened by the loss of my friend, Jim Murry, 
but happy that he is resting peacefully with Arlene. He 
wanted nothing more than to join her, his rock throughout 
life. He also encouraged me to follow my dreams and to 
never give in, to resist and to organize.   
 
Bruce Nelson - Former Montana Demo Party Chair, Chief of Staff to Pat Williams                                  
& Brian Schweitzer, Farm Service Agency appointee of Presidents Clinton & Obama 
Jim Murry was larger than life.  I believe he was 
the most influential Montanan for the quarter century he led 
the Montana State AFL-CIO. My association with Jim 
began indirectly in 1972.  A farm kid and descendent of 
labor unionists from Fort Benton, I was a student at UM.  
With passion from opposition to the Viet Nam war and the 
history classes of Ross Toole and Harry Fritz, I took up 
Democratic politics.  I knew from their lessons no Democrat 
could win our nation or state without the help of organized 
labor.  
 So, I was outraged as labor leaders around the 
country stayed neutral or supported Richard Nixon's 
reelection. I was also surprised and pleased that, unlike so 
many of his national colleagues, Jim Murry organized the 
Montana Labor for McGovern organization in support of 
our Democratic Presidential nominee.   
While Nixon was tragically reelected that year, 
Democrats won in Montana, including the governor's race.  
Three years later I was privileged to join Governor Tom 
Judge's staff.  It was then that I was also privileged to get to 
know Jim Murry personally leading to a friendship that I 
was honored by for 45 years.   
Jim's genius was putting the Montana labor 
movement into leadership of a coalition of the unlikely.  
With anti-war activists, with women's rights groups, with 
low-income advocates, with students, with civil liberty 
organizations, with environmentalists, with American 
Indians and other minorities.  With anyone who wanted to 
be at the table and would "bust their ass" to keep Democrats 
in power. From that came victories for Montana Democrats 
and great progress for Montana.  
Today democracy in America faces its greatest 
existential threat since the Civil War.  As we fight the 
Republican war on democracy, we must remember how Jim 
taught us to win.  Together with anyone, anyone, anyone 
who shares our cause.  In that way, we best serve Jim's 
memory and the "mystic chords of memory" that should 
bind us together as a nation. 
 
Dr. Lawrence Pettit – author, retired campaign manager (Governor Judge),                                                          
first Commissioner of Higher Education & President of three Universities 
I first learned of Jim Murry when, as a political 
science professor, I entered the political arena to manage the 
1972 campaign of Governor Tom Judge.  Jim had just come 
off the magnificent effort that crushed the sales tax 
referendum in November 1971 and had joined in the effort, 
as a labor lobbyist, to craft and then pass Montana’s new 
Constitution.  With both of those issues behind us, we could 
focus on other issues that faced future governors.  Without 
Jim and organized labor, we would not have won the Judge 
Governor’s race, and the result for Montana would have 
been tragic.  
Jim also helped secure the narrow ratification of 
the state’s new Constitution, a document I was excited about 
then and have appreciated ever since – especially Article X, 
Section 9 which gives the Board of Regents sole authority 
to manage and control the Montana University 
System.  Like so many other features of our exemplary 
constitution, this depoliticizing of public higher education 
put Montana in the forefront among the states.  The 
Constitution also included the creation of a Commissioner 
of Higher Education, a position I was honored to be selected 
to fill.   
In the Governor’s Office during the 1973 
legislative session I observed Jim’s heavy involvement in 
helping pass Governor Judge’s agenda, which included 
many pro-labor items. 
Jim’s belief that education was a great equalizer for 
working families came to the fore in 1991 when he became 
director of the Institute for Career Development in northern 
Indiana, a joint project of the United Steel Workers and the 
steel industry.  Ever the networker and coalition builder, Jim 
reached out to me in that role when he learned I had become 
the President of Indiana University of Pennsylvania.  There 
we were, two Montana ex-pats, sharing ideas about 
educating and improving the job skills of workers. 
Again, Jim was demonstrating his consummate 
skills and his wide reach.  Jim Murry was one of a kind and 
we are not likely to see his equal.  But we can honor his 
legacy by staying in the fight for all good causes. 
 
Jay Reardon - Local President Steelworkers, State Fed staff,                                              
currently Montana Department of Labor & Industry 
When I read the email from Evan Barrett asking 
me to share a memory about Jim I was of course honored at 
the fact that I could be a part of telling the story of a man 
that had a great influence on my life. The quality of life that 
Montana and Americas workers and their families enjoyed 
from the work of Jim Murry cannot be expressed in the few 
words I have here.   
My introduction to Jim was through my cousin 
David Fuller, one of Jim’s closest friends and advisors for 
many years. We met at a fundraiser for one of David’s 
campaigns and that started a 
friendship that lasted over 40 
years and included so many 
amazing stories, arguments and 
laughs. 
When I reflect on my 
life and those that had an impact 
on who I am and what I have or 
have not accomplished in my life 
Jim Murry stands  near the top of 
my list of those that helped me be who I am today. Like so 
many others, Jim instilled in us a passion for service to 
workers and their families. He didn’t have to force us.  We 
did it because, thanks to Jim, we knew it was the right thing 
to do. But more than that Jim was a friend and a confidant -
- someone from whom I sought counsel so many times over 
the past 40 years. 
Because of Jim’s guidance over those years, I still 
have a passion and drive to do whatever I can to ensure 
workers can have a better life in Montana. I do that because 
of my friendship with Jim Murry.  
I can think of no better way to recognize and honor 
Jim’s memory than continuing that fight for workers as he 
did, until the day we leave this earth.  
In the labor movement we refer to each other as 
“brothers and sisters.”  We don’t use that term lightly and 
when Jim and I met we always greeted each other as 
brothers.  






Arlyne Reichert - MT Constitutional Convention Delegate, later State Legislator 
Montana was 
very fortunate to have had 
Jim Murry at the helm of 
our Labor Movement for 
23 years.  He was the right 
person at the right 
time.   From the very 
beginning of his 
involvement with the 
working class in 
Montana, he could be fair 
and reasonable, but always combative and effective.   
I feel very fortunate to have known Jim and learned 
from him from the time I was active in the League of 
Women Voters and the Democratic Party in the 1960s, 
through the time I served in the Montana Constitutional 
Convention in 1972, through my time as a State Legislator 
in 1979.   Jim had a direct effect on all of the positive labor 
advancements over those many years and more.  
On a personal note, he was liked by his adversaries, 
as well as his friends.  I am honored to have been one of 
those friends.                                        
 
Former Governor Brian Schweitzer 
Most of us are ME people. Our concentration is on 
family, personal finances, our health, our faith, our local 
community. A small number of us are WE people. WE 
people are driven by a greater cause than themselves. 
Jim Murry was a WE person, driven by a greater 
cause. His cause was organizing people for their benefit, not 
his own. Sure, Jim started out 
taking care of self, family, work, 
and local community, but the size 
of Jim’s community continued to 
grow. His work was enough and 
more to finance the ME part, but 
knowing that coworkers, and of 
course himself, could be upended 
by unfair and greedy employers 
drove an inner passion in Jim. 
Jim knew that an individual had little security in 
the corporate world. Protection of family finances and 
health depended on fair treatment 
at work. But, there was little 
guarantee that fair treatment 
would be rendered. Jim began to 
organize co-workers for a greater 
cause. Their ME could only be 
protected by the collective WE. 
Of course, Jim joined the union, 
but union did more than protect 
his ME. Soon Jim headed the 
union.  Organizing people for 
their benefit, not his own became 
Jim’s passion. 
Unlike most, Jim 
understood that powerful corporate interests are not moved 
very far by fancy words. Powerful interests are moved by 
power. Workers only had power if they could organize and 
speak as a single voice. Jim lived for organizing others to 
check the power of the elite. He was good at explaining the 
complicated relationship of them vs. US. Jim knew working 
families are the US. 
There is a special talent that few people possess: 
the ability to explain in a few words what needed to be done 
or else! Jim knew exactly how to say the “or else” in a story 
and with a smile. Jim motivated and moved people to 
organize, “or else.” Jim understood how to use the power of 
the WE to protect the ME of the working families across 
Montana and the nation. The Powerful only respond to “or 
else.” Jim knew how to organize and how to “or else.” That 
was his skill and that was his passion. 
We all respected his passion. We all loved his 
stories. We all learned a bit more about organizing and we 
all have an “or else” memory of 
Jim.  
My life, my family’s 
life and our community all are 
better because of Jim Murry. I 
learned a great deal from Jim 
Murry. Jim made me a better 
person. Thank you, Jim! 
 
Former Governor Ted Schwinden (previously Lt. Governor & State Legislator) 
It’s a privilege to share a 
few words about my long and 
productive relationship with Jim 
Murry.  He was a close friend, a 
political ally and a trusted adviser 
for over four decades.  As much 
as any individual, Jim helped 
shape Montana politics through 
his honesty, integrity and 
dedication to his working class 
ideals.  Jim was a major factor in my gubernatorial 
campaigns and I would not have been successful without his 
strong support.  Jean and I always valued our friendship 
with Jim and Arlene.  The “Good People” in my campaign 
slogan describes them perfectly.  While in office, Jim’s 
perspective and thoughtful counsel were mainstays of my 
administration.  In Jim’s passing, Montana has lost a leader, 
a tireless fighter for labor, and a champion of the people.  I 
have lost one of my best and closest friends.
    
 
Steve Shirley - former Lee State Bureau & Tribune Capitol Bureau reporter 
In 1982, when I worked for the Lee Newspapers 
State Bureau, we asked 100 Montana leaders who they 
thought were there most powerful people in Montana. Their 
top choice was Gov. Ted Schwinden, but Jim Murry was 
right behind him at No. 2. Two slots below that was Joe 
McElwain, chairman and CEO of the Montana Power 
Company -- a placing Jim found quite satisfying. 
Can you imagine that a labor leader could be 
ranked one of the most powerful people in Montana today?  
Or most any other state for that matter? Not likely to happen. 
So how did Jim reach such a pinnacle of power? 
As he often admitted, he got off to a poor start. As a young 
man, he was a drinker and brawler. But after his father’s 
death in a car accident, Jim re-focused his anger and energy 
toward helping workers. 
As he rose through the union ranks, he transformed 
into one of Montana’s savviest political operators ever. He 
helped the Democratic Party build solid legislative 
majorities (imagine that now!) and advised a string of 
Democrats who won state-wide offices. Former Montana 
Labor Commissioner and fellow political activist Dave 
Fuller once said Jim had “an innate, intuitive sense about 
what’s right and what needs to be done to win.” 
Perhaps Jim’s success ultimately was due, as he 
liked to say, to the fact he never forgot who he was working 
for: His old friends back at the Laurel refinery, as well as 
the miners, sawyers, and thousands of other working class 
men and women across Montana. 
Jim was a big man with an imposing presence, like 
the pillars holding up the portico of the Montana Capitol 
Building. But he quickly put people at ease with his ready 
smile and wit. Even those with different points of view.  
When we conducted our Lee Bureau “most 
powerful person” survey, we found that many of those who 
voted for Jim were also his political opponents. 
Perhaps that was because, as his obituary noted: 
“Nobody fought harder for his causes than Jim and he 
savored every victory. But Jim looked upon his adversaries 
as opponents, not enemies. Even while licking their wounds 
in defeat, most of his opponents begrudgingly respected Jim 
Murry and, unlike today, most maintained a level of 
combative friendship.”
 
Anna Whiting Sorrell – Montana’s First Native American Department Director 
Imagine being a little girl and eavesdropping on 
your parents conversations. You know it is wrong, but still 
you secretly listen. You know it is adult talk, stuff you are 
not supposed to know about: work, paying bills, not being 
able to make ends meet, worry about food or rent or paying 
for utilities. Now she worries too. 
That little girl was me. When my sisters and I were 
young, our family struggled for lots of reasons. My Dad 
worked for the railroad, like his dad before him. When I 
would say he drove the train, he'd correct me saying "no I 
run the train". It was difficult work, long hours at all times 
of the day, with loud noise, and harsh smells. My Dad  
would leave the house late at night or before sunrise, and 
sometimes be gone for days. Yet, there was one bright spot. 
My Dad belonged to the union and Jim Murry was their 
leader, so it would be okay. 
Think about that. A little, skinny girl overhearing 
her parents talk and 64 years later, the memory is about Jim. 
My Dad was confident he could take care of his family 
because Jim was watching out for him. I didn't know about 
unions, what they did or how they helped, but I certainly 
knew this guy named Jim was watching out for my Dad and 
because of him, we'd be okay. 
 In 2004, another gentleman took a chance on me 
when Brian Schweitzer asked me to join his team. I was 
scared not knowing if I could meet his expectations. Early 
on in his Administration, I walked into Patti's office and she 
introduced me to a gentleman sitting in her office, Jim 
Murry and once again, I knew it would be okay. 
Through the Schweitzer years, I came to be friends 
with Jim. Sometimes I would go to meetings where he 
would be and I would sit quietly and listen, learning by just 
being near him. I invited him to join my family at Camp 
Sorrell during the Annual 4th of July Celebration and he 
came. He sat, under the awning and listened to the drums. 
For just a few minutes that day, as I served him lunch, I 
knew I was in the presence of an icon that settled the heart 
of a girl, so many years before. 
 
Eric Stern – Campaign Manager, Counsel to numerous State Elected Officials 
I liked Jim most of all because he had a great sense 
of humor. Jim was my kind of guy.   My favorite memory 
of Jim Murry was when I first met him early in my 
political/campaign career and he said "I don't ever admit 
anything. I Deny. Deny. Deny."  Sage advice. 
My second favorite memory of him was when he 
told me I reminded him of someone who comes from 
Butte.  Some may consider that an insult.  I consider it a 
compliment, definitely a step up from being called a New 
Yorker around here.   
My third favorite memory of Jim was of his 
enjoyment of playing political tricks on the other side and 
regaling all of us for years recounting the exploits.  The 
stories got better, the laughter got louder, but the lessons 
were to the point – Democrats in Montana always fought an 
uphill battle, and so elbow grease, creativity, and 
ruthlessness were required to win. 
 
Pat Sweeney – A Better Big Sky & Western Organization of Resource Councils (WORC) 
“Us Laurel Guys Got To Stick Together, Paddy.”  
That’s what Jim Murry used to call me.  “Paddy,” he’d say, 
“Us Laurel guys got to stick together.”  Jim Murry and I 
both grew up in Laurel, Montana overlapping in the 50s and 
early 60s.  Laurel was a strong union town and at the time a 
strong Democratic town.  We haunted the same venues from 
Sonny O’Day’s, to the Owl Café and the Mill Drive-In to 
Saint Anthony’s Catholic Church.  Jim Murry knew how to 
forge relationships. To create lasting bonds.  For Jim and me 
it started with Laurel as our roots. 
And Jim’s union, the Oil Chemical and Atomic 
Workers Union (OCAW), was founded by Tony 
Mazzocchi, an early hero of mine, who stood up for the 
health and safety of workers and connecting their rights and 
struggles with the emerging environmental movement.  He 
was the first labor leader to endorse the Clean Air Act.  Jim 
Murry was proud of his local and the work of his 
international union and that was another bond that carried 
our relationship. 
Everyone knows what a prankster Jim Murry was.  
He taught us well.  In the late 70s we were all in Great Falls 
for the Democratic Party Platform Convention.  Yes, in 
those years we all cared about a platform and fought many 
a battle over planks and ideas. Steve Doherty and I were 
there representing Northern Plains Resource Council along 
with a handful of members and delegates.  We fought hard 
for a plank on the Colstrip Power Plants and we prevailed. 
On Friday evening in the bar Jim came up to Steve and me 
and asks, “You two can afford a room here?”  Proudly, we 
young punks said “of course, we’re in Room 252.”  Jim 
finishes with a sly “Good to see you are coming up in the 
world.”  About ten minutes later I hear bar talk that “the 
post-party tonight is in Room 252 … bring plenty of booze.”  
Steve and I looked at each other knowing we’d been 
pranked.  Of course by midnight the bathtub was filled with 
ice and cases of beer and bottles of whiskey.  The party 
raged on ‘til 4AM when the hotel security threated to throw 
us out if we didn’t shut the party down.  Murry exited, 
laughing all the way down the hallway. 
But there was a subtle undercurrent to that prank 
and party.  Jim knew we had been in a fight with labor over 
Colstrip and that such scraps could not be allowed to define 
our larger relationship and common agendas.  Holding that 
party in our room meant we all mingled, partied, argued and 
left with better relations than if we had all gone our separate 
ways.  It was also a subtle recognition that we had indeed 
come up in the world. 
What does his legacy tell us about today?  To me, 
as so many others have said, it is: build coalitions, provide 
each other with mutual aid and support, never stop 
organizing.  A current example is the organizing drive of the 
nurses in Kalispell. It's about public health, the 
environment, family farmers, and senior rights, as much as 
it is about workers and their right to collective bargain and 
form a union. For building power and making change means 
building power for each of our coalition partners so that our 
collective power bends the arc of change toward justice. 
Yes, Jim Murry, “Happy Trails.”  For us Laurel 
guys got to stick together, now and forever.
 
U.S. Senator Jon Tester (previously Montana Senate President)
Jim was a giant in the world of labor and politics 
in Montana and across the nation. 
He dedicated his life to fighting for the working 
men and women of this country, and brought together some 
of the most powerful coalitions that our state has ever seen. 
  When I was first elected to the State Legislature, 
Jim was there and acted as a representative of the old guard. 
He was kind enough to share his wisdom after being a 
catalyst for change in Montana for the decades prior.  
His message was simple: we need to continue the 
work that was done in the fifties, sixties, and seventies, and 
continue to grow Montana’s middle class. He could see it 
slipping away, and had the foresight to know that if we 
wanted to remain on top of the global economic ladder, then 
it was critical that we have a strong middle class in this 
nation. His message remains true to this day. 
His work in shaping a more equitable Montana has 
had, and will continue to have, tangible effects in our state 
for centuries to come. 
He was instrumental in securing good wages and 
benefits for Montana’s workers, and it was his work that has 
helped to set our nation apart from its competitors for the 
last century.  
  He is leaving behind big shoes to fill, but we are 
fortunate that he has left a roadmap for continued progress 
in the Treasure State. The lessons that I’ve learned from Jim 
will stick with me for a lifetime, and continue to guide my 
work in the Senate.  
It was an honor to know him. 
  May he rest in peace knowing that he has left 
Montana and this world better than he found it. 
 
 
Ken Toole – Big Sky 55+; former State Senator & PSC Commissioner;                                                      
founder Montana Human Rights Network 
Back in the late 1980s early 1990s, when the 
Human Rights Network was forming, our focus was on 
hard-core racist groups and what is now called the patriot 
movement. At the same time the conservative movement, 
spearheaded by Ronald Reagan and the Republican Party, 
was driving wedges between Labor and 
Environmentalists.  While many in the political square were 
taking the bait on this wedge strategy, Jim Murry never 
played their game.  Instead, he devoted his time and 
resources to expose the so-called Wise Use Movement and 
its full agenda to concentrate political and economic power 
in the hands of big corporations.   
More than most, Murry understood the 
connections between various aspects of the right-wing, from 
Wise Use to the John Birch Society.  More important, he 
was willing to support small groups who were not 
established in the political mainstream (like the Montana 
Human Rights Network) in order to build coalitions and 
provide credibility to their work.  He understood that we are 
all in this fight together against some very tough opponents 
with a fundamentally anti-democratic agenda.   
I can’t write this without reflecting on what Jim 
Murry would say about Donald Trump and the Republican 
sweep in the 2020 election cycle here in Montana.  I suppose 
he would yell at his staff and demand more and more from 
them.  He would challenge his allies to toughen up and get 
busy organizing people.  But perhaps most important, he 
would be up on his feet and in the face of his opponents, 
challenging them at every turn.  Jim Murry would keep us 
focused on why we are progressives and why we cannot 
compromise our friends because we think that is how to win 
the next election.  He is sorely missed. 
 
Hugh van Swearingen - long-time Associated Press reporter and manager 
I believe it was in either the first or second week of 
January 1969 that I first met Jim Murry.  I had gone to his 
state AFL-CIO headquarters office in Helena to tell him our 
local unit of Associated Press writers/reporters had just 
gone on strike as part of a national walkout of AP editorial 
employees following a breakdown in contract talks with our 
union, an affiliate of the AFL-CIO.  None of us on strike in 
Helena knew straight up about how to conduct a picket line 
or anything else involving a strike. Murry graciously gave 
me some much-needed advice.  And that, more than a half-
century ago now, was the start of a friendship between us 
that never ended.  By the way, our strike was settled within 
about a week. 
 The years have flown.  Jim is dead.  Labor unions 
are on the ropes.  Republicans further enrich the rich and 
suppress the poor.  How can it be that so many working 
people admire Donald Trump and vote Republican?  Where 
is Jim Murry when we need him?  I wish we had him back 
as the vigorous fighter and coalition builder he was 50 years 
ago.  He’d turn things around. 
 I worked for the AP in Helena altogether for about 
14 years.  During all that time I knew him to be an absolutely 
straight shooter, a truth teller.  He was an important and 
reliable news source.  I trusted him and I think he trusted us.  
The dynamic between reporters and their sources is 
interesting.  They need 
each other but also 
need to keep a 
distance. You can be 
friends, but not pals. 
 I always 
admired Jim for his 
tireless dedication to 
working people and his 
ability to get things done.  He built a vote-getting machine 
that time and again won elections for pro-labor candidates, 
mostly Democrats. Were it not for Jim, I think Montana 
would long ago have had a sales tax.  I well remember his 
knockout punches in successful hard-fought campaigns to 
re-elect Max Baucus to the U.S. Senate and Pat Williams to 
the House.  Jim never gave up. 
 
Robert Wages - former National President OCAW 
By the time I met Jim Murry, he had already 
established himself as a larger-than-life figure among the 
folks in the Rocky Mountain region of the Oil, Chemical 
and Atomic Workers Union (OCAW). He was a former 
Local Union President of the Laurel, MT Local of OCAW 
and had gone on to become the leader of the Montana State 
Fed.  I first met Jim at an OCAW Convention, probably in 
1977, but didn’t really get to know him until he invited me 
to teach at the Rocky Mountain Labor School in the early 
1980’s. 
Given that OCAW’s national headquarters was 
located in Denver, the relationship with the Rocky 
Mountain Region and its labor leadership was particularly 
strong.  What struck me most about Jim was his accessibility 
and willingness to mentor, teach and engage.  So, this is how 
our friendship began, me as a lawyer with OCAW and Jim, 
giving his time, talent and experience to help someone 
along.  He had no idea then that he would be bringing along 
the future National President of his own Union. 
And that speaks volumes about Jim as a labor 
leader and as a man.  He always had time and was always 
willing to spend time sharing experience and history.  He 
did that for me and, I think, he did that for so many others.  
So, we formed a bond that we tended over time as we 
continued to share experience, pain, political triumph and 
political failure -- but through it all, he retained the rough 
cut of the West in his steadfast belief in the working class 
and their representatives, even when he was disappointed 
because he knew they could be better. 
It is often said that the 
measure of life’s work is whether 
people are better off for your 
efforts and, in the case of Jim 
Murry, there is no question folks 
are better off for his work, 
dedication and commitment to 
trade union values.
 
Dave Wanzenreid - former State Legislator & Senator; Commissioner of Labor 
In May 1993, I was crisscrossing the state on my 
own dime as a fledgling legislator arguing against the sales 
tax the legislature had referred to the voters. I had no sooner 
walked in the door at 5:00 a.m. from a particularly grueling 
ten-hour drive from Glendive when the phone rang. 
The voice on the other end asked, “So, how’d it (a 
debate with Governor Racicot) go, David?” 
It was Jim Murry calling from Indiana, where he 
was up to his ears in Steelworker politics. 
But no impossible burden he was shouldering 
fifteen hundred miles away could prevent him from keeping 
tabs on efforts at home to protect the little guy.  
I mistakenly confided that I was burned out 
“C’mon, David. They’re counting on us to keep 
fightin’, to keep tryin’.” 
I learned early on that as far as Jim was concerned, 
long hours didn’t matter if you came up short. 
His message was clear: Dig deeper. Learn to savor 
small gains, but always push to do better and more. 
And, never ever forget who you’re working for. 
Of course, Jim didn’t just talk the talk.  
He frequently reminded me about a series of late-
night dashes we made together on treacherous icy backroads 
in 1984-85 as we sought to fix Montana’s prevailing wage 
system and nearly-bankrupt unemployment program that 
working families relied on to put food on their tables. 
Loyalty to the cause, intertwined with loyalty to 
one another, were key. 
After working with Jim for a short time, I came to 
understand the causes revolved around the needs of those 
too often overlooked, ignored or worse, exploited. 
Over the years, when we succeeded, we never 
rested. 
I still don’t. 
And yes, I long for a 5:00 a.m. phone call and Jim’s 
unwavering encouragement and the sound of his hearty 
laugh.
 
Bruce Whittenberg - former head of Montana Historical Society 
When I joined the Montana Historical Society in 
2011, Jim Murry had just completed his service as President 
of the Board of Trustees.  Jim remained on the board and 
became a great friend and mentor for the new director.  Jim 
also served as the Commissioner of Political Practices, 
appointed by Gov. Schweitzer.  Early in my tenure, I 
encountered as rather sticky issue that required thoughtful 
and decisive action.  I asked Jim and Board President Steve 
Lozar to help me work through the issue.  They were very 
supportive.  One of our conversations was held in “private” 
at Jorgenson’s over the usual delicious lunch.  Our table in 
the dining room was near the meeting room in the rear of 
the restaurant.  Turns out our lunch was scheduled at the 
same time as the meeting of the Lewis and Clark County 
Republican Women.  As we deliberated and dined, the 
ladies began filing into their meeting room.  But not without 
stopping to gush over “Jimmy Murry.”  It was quite a rock 
star moment for a strong Democrat labor leader.  
Surrounded by his Republican fan club, Jim relished the 
moment and the attention of the ladies. 
Jim and I spent many hours visiting over the years.  
He loved to stop by the Montana Historical Society and 
spend an hour chatting, telling stories and advising the 
director.  Since that day at Jorgie’s, he retold that story every 
single time we got together.  It was always good for a laugh 
and demonstrated Jim’s commitment to bipartisanship.  At 
least in the dining room at Jorgenson’s.  
As with his life and career, Jim was a dedicated and 
committed Trustee of the Montana Historical Society.  I 
believe it was a 
point of pride 
for him.  As for 
me, I consider it 
an honor and a 
true pleasure to 
have spent 
many hours 
with Jim listening and learning at the feet of one of 
Montana’s legendary leaders. .   
Jimmy Murry, your stories and teachings will live 
with me forever. 
 
Don Wilkins - former AFL-CIO Executive Board Member; Lumber & Sawmill Workers 
I first met Jim was in the late 70’s, early 80’s when 
he was working with my dad, who was Operating Engineers 
361 President at the time. They were discussing the issues 
of asbestos exposures of the mine workers who worked at 
the WR Grace mine in Libby. At that time, I was working 
for St. Regis as a logger. My first impression of Jim was of 
a man sincere about his willingness to help others in the 
Labor movement. 
Not long after, in 1984, I was elected Business 
Manager for the mill workers and loggers who worked for 
St. Regis Paper Company. I was green as green could be. 
Jim was one of the first Labor leaders who called and 
congratulated me on my election. Not long after I found 
myself elected to the Montana AFL-CIO Executive Board 
representing Region 1. The interest I took to try to continue 
the fight for working men and women was born from that 
very first impression I got of Jim Murry: “if not us, then 
who?” 
Jim was a trade unionist and activist who did not 
cease to fight for his fellow brothers and sisters, not only in 
Montana, but nationally, and internationally.  
Every time a worker picks up a cup of coffee in the 
break room, thank Jim. Every time a retiree receives a 
pension check, those of us who know, thank Jim and others 
who led the way to build the middle class. Every time a 
loved one, a child, a parent goes into the hospital and 
doesn’t have to worry about how the bills will be paid, thank 
Jim. 
His unwavering fight, even in the darkest days, to 
make sure that working 
families had a decent home, 
an education, a decent 
wage, safe working 
conditions, AND a seat at 
the bargaining table with 
their employers, IS the 
reason why so many who 
received and continue to 
receive the benefit of this 
man’s hard, bull-dog like 
fight, helped create the middle class in Montana and 
America.  And for that we should be grateful. 
I know this retired, pension receiving, former 




Carol Griffith Williams – MT Senate Democratic Leader & life-long friend of Arlene Murry 
Jim Murry was a mountain of a man.  Arlene was 
his master and advisor.  I met the Murrys in the 1960s and 
they could not have been more different.  Jim loved political 
intrigue, Arlene not so much.  Jim was gregarious and 
funny, Arlene was calm and quiet, but what a team they 
made together.  Through highs and lows, they were a team. 
Arlene and I were as close as sisters.  In fact we 
occasionally called each other “Sis.”  She was a devoted 
friend and at the drop of a hat was ready to help when 
needed.  We worried and stressed about our kids together.  
We exchanged recipes and advice and hugs when necessary. 
She had a great sense of style and put that to work 
establishing the Women’s Department at The Globe 
Clothing store.  All of her friends liked to get her advice on 
fashion.  She was always spot on and never let you buy 
something that was not flattering to your figure. 
Above all 
else, Arlene was a 
great Mom.  Pat, 
Cathy, Tim, Mike 
and Kieran, you 
were blessed to have 
her in your corner.  
She was devoted to 
her family and 
friends.  She was a 
gem of a friend and 
I miss her every day. 
 
Pat Williams – US Congressman 1979-1997 
During our fleeting time on earth we meet some 
truly wonderful individuals and, blessed with good fortune, 
we hold those people as personal friends.  However, there 
seems to be no accounting for that moment when stars align 
and with a simple “hello” we meet a person who will 
become our best friend. A cog silently slips into place and 
one begins a friendship so comfortable, joyous, and 
stimulating it changes life for the better for the remainder of 
our years.  
Knowing and working with leaders was on my life 
agenda. Hundreds of them have crossed my path and I have 
taken the measure of most.  In my judgment, a small number 
have been frauds, some seemed adequate to their missions, 
and 
others were outstanding. For my money, two were our 
greatest leaders: Jim Murry and Thomas P. “Tip” O’Neill 
O’Neill, of course, was Speaker of The U. S. 
House of Representatives from the mid-1970s through the 
mid-1980s.  Murry, beginning in his thirties, directed the 
Montana State AFL-CIO for twenty-three years until early 
1991. 
  Jim and Tip each worked tirelessly to build the 
foundation of trust essential to true leadership. Both masters 
of conversation and negotiations, they were constantly on 
the move - visiting, meeting, explaining. They were both 
incessant about retaining old friends and meeting new ones. 
Imposing physical stature was important to their ability to 
attract people but it was their intelligence, including instinct 
and wit, which defined their leadership. 
Neither of them shoved or showed a fist to those 
whom they had been chosen to lead.  Rather they patiently 
explained and gently cajoled.  Jim and Tip are the only 
leaders I’ve witnessed who, in the midst of a difficult issue 
and the throes of trying to convince a member, would place 
a friendly arm around shoulders and say, ”C’mon old pal, 
we need your help on this one; you know it’s the right thing 
to do. Please give us a hand with this.” 
Murry and I have been pals for fifty-five years. I’ll 
miss him ‘til the end of my own years. 
 
Whitney Williams – Williams Works, Philanthropic Consulting; Jim’s Goddaughter 
Jim Murry was my Godfather.  That was a tall 
order -- not for him, but for me. 
To live up to a man and human being such as Jim, 
whose mere presence fully filled a large room, gave me as a 
young Montanan a north star whose values inspire and guide 
me every day. 
He was no stranger to our family -- Jim and Arlene 
were my parents’ best friends, confidantes and laugh-
inducers and “good trouble” makers. And as I grew up, they 
became true friends to me. 
Jim took his role as Godfather very seriously. A 
godfather is your sponsor at the rite of baptism, and must be 
of the Catholic faith. 
On the day of my Christening, Jim was anxious. 
He came to the church and said to my parents, Pat and Carol, 
“I’m really nervous. I suppose now is a good time to tell 
you: I am not Catholic.” 
My parents didn’t turn their backs on their good 
friend, and went through with the rite anyway. Dad may 
have quietly said a few Hail Marys, and Mom was thankful 
that the priest didn’t ask Jim the last time he said confession 
or to see his rosary beads. 
Jim was lucky that way. And so were we to know, 
love and appreciate this man who made such a difference in 
our lives. 
He was never far away, and would always answer 
your call and provide advice, moral support and guidance -
- because he was a leader. Jim would do anything for me, 
and for his friends, family and working men and women in 
the labor movement. 
Recently I traveled to the Blackfeet Reservation. 
Driving up Highway 89 along the Rocky Mountain Front, I 
passed seven golden eagles, many of them juveniles. 
Then I spotted a nest that was lined with branches, 
twigs and heather. The nest held the parents as they came 
and went. The nest was strong enough to welcome the 
mature eagles back as they fed, protected and nurtured their 
young. 
Jim for me was my nest. He supported me, 
protected me, nurtured me, and picked me up when I fell 
and needed a hand to get back up. 
He made me laugh, cry, and do the work that needs 
to be done to make Montana and this country -- and world -
- a better place for all of us, especially those who have less 
than we do. 
Along with my parents, Jim carried the torch that 
lit the road of justice -- and always challenged us to open 
the tent flaps to bring in new voices to listen and learn. 
He was my Godfather, and, in essence, a Godfather 
to all of us who knew him, who learned from him and 
pushed him to push us to always do better. 
I miss you, Jim. Your flame will always light my 
heart – and my path -- forever. 
 
Pat Wise - former State Fed staffer and Nurses Union negotiator 
Yesterday, I 
had the privilege of 
spending time with a 
Northern Cheyenne 
elder who was at the 
Headwaters Park doing 
an indigenous plants 
class.  He talked at some 
length about his people’s 
origin story. (It involved 
a coot and sacred mud 
that made the world, but 
I digress.) 
This story got me thinking about my own origin 
story as a political activist and the role Jimmy Murry played 
in that story. 
I came out of college, a first generation college 
educated kid of working class parents, struggling to find an 
identity -- a struggle that couldn't quite reconcile my blue 
collar roots with my shiny new "professional" credentials.  
Then I met Jim Murry and the labor 
movement.  He and his brothers and sisters spoke with 
passion and persuasion about the dignity of work and the 
struggle of good people (their parents, my parents, your 
parents) to validate and honor that work ethic -- guns and 
roses.   
Those lessons gave my activist heart direction and 
purpose.  Forty plus years later, I hope I am still doing my 
part to honor his gift of identity. 
 
Allen “Al” Zack - former Assistant Director of Information, National AFL-CIO;             
retired Assistant Director of Organizing for Strategic Planning, UFCW 
Only Jim Murry could 
drag me back to a computer. I 
started out with two strikes when 
I first met Jim: I worked for my 
father in the public relations 
department of the AFL-CIO, and 
was clearly identified with the 
“old guard and nepotism.” Jim 
gave me my third strike by 
introducing me to Arlene with “Al thinks you look a lot 
older than me.” Never knew why she didn’t kill him then. 
Jim was a professional imp. When Lane Kirkland was still 
Secretary-Treasurer he stopped me at a convention and 
asked if I would tell my “buddy Murry my name is spelled 
L-A-N-E, not L-A-I-N.” It seems Jim had been signing 
Kirkland’s name to his restaurant tabs.  
In early 2018 I underwent brain surgery and Jim 
called to check in. He was in one of his blue funks about the 
future of the labor movement. I told him about the old timer 
who shared my room at Johns Hopkins. He was a retired 
postal worker and very grateful for his union’s retiree health 
benefits that covered his care “at this wonderful hospital” 
and paid for this “brilliant doctor” who had finally 
diagnosed what ailed him – Parkinson’s – and now that he 
knew what it was he could fight the disease. “I guess we did 
something right,” I told him. “Yes, Partner, I guess we did 
somethings right,” he answered. That was the last time I 
spoke. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
